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Why do some nonprofit boards underperform? 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 Because they can. 

 
“The central challenge of leadership in nonprofit organizations is 

that mediocrity is survivable.” 
 ~  Herman “Dutch” Leonard, Harvard Business School  ~ 

“My board is a bit like potted 
plants…decorative, but they don’t 

really do much.”  
[Nonprofit CEO] 
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The Best Boards 
 Demonstrate allegiance to the mission 

 The organization is a most cherished commitment of their time, wisdom, and resources 

 The organization’s mission is ever-present in deliberations and decisions 

 Epitomize the organization’s core values 

 Understand the organization’s culture and its importance 

 Are a strategic asset and provide a comparative advantage  
 Are constructive partners in leadership with the Executive Director  
 Think independently but govern collectively 
 Elevate organizational interests above self-interest 
 Encourage inquiry, promote discourse, and demand debate in the 

boardroom 
 Are self-aware and committed to continuous improvement 

 



Impediments and why we need to govern 
differently in order to govern better 
 

 Board members are bored 

 Our brains are overloaded 

 Data and distraction (available for free) overwhelm attention and meaning (costly) 

 We practice ambiguity-avoidance 

 Focused on action, we lack tolerance for process 

 We are fascinated with fads, gimmicks, and the next “best” thing 

 Confronting deep-seated values and beliefs is difficult and messy 

 Critical thinking is hard 

 

 



“We live in a society bloated with data but 
starved for wisdom.” 

~ Ethnographer Elizabeth Lindsey ~ 

DATA            INFORMATION       KNOWLEDGE   WISDOM 



Confronting Values and Beliefs: Messy! 
 Technical problems & issues can be addressed and solved by expertise and good management. 

 Adaptive challenges: 

 Are where values, beliefs, and behaviors are core considerations 

 Involve a disparity between values and circumstances (need to close the gap) 

 Require innovation and learning 

 Technical “fixes” tend to exacerbate the problem 

 Require thinking tri-modally and through the lenses of key stakeholders 

 

 Leadership consists “not of answers or assured visions, but of taking action to clarify values.” 

 

 Effective leaders resist the temptation to seek authoritative and absolute “right” answers. If any 
are found, they are almost certainly solutions to technical problems, not adaptive challenges. 

 

 

 

Heifetz, R. (1994). Leadership Without Easy Answers.  
Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. 



Critical Thinking: Hard  

“Thinking is the hardest work there is, which is probably 
the reason why so few engage in it.”    ~ Henry Ford 

“It’s not that I’m so smart, it’s just that I stay 
with problems longer.”  ~ Albert Einstein        

“We have run out of money; now we have to think.”   
~ Winston Churchill 



What Challenges Are Ahead? 

 
NO EASY 

ANSWERS 
 

NO SILVER 
BULLETS 

 
NO 

PANACEAS 



A framework for exceptional 
governance 

Chait, Ryan, and Taylor (2005)) 



Requires that a board discern, define, deliberate, and 
decide the most important issues. 

 

 

 Better questions 

 Careful framing 

 Critical thinking 

 Insight generation 

 Airing and understanding divergent views 

 Better decisions 

 

 

 

Exceptional Governance 



Three Mental Maps or Mindsets  

    

Governance as 
Leadership 

Fiduciary – Productive 
~ Goals ~ 

Protect assets.  
Ensure resources used efficiently  

and effectively in pursuit of 
mission. 

Strategic – Logical  
~ Goals ~ 

Understand the past and present. 
Guide organization from present 

to preferred future. 

Generative – Expressive 
~ Goals ~ 

Shape the thinking in the other two modes.  
Define the future.  

Frame the mission- and values-based questions.  

Chait, Ryan, and 
Taylor (2005) 
Governance as 

Leadership. 
BoardSource and 

Wiley. 



G
enerative 

Strategic 

Fiduciary 

Opportunity 
for Generative 

Work 

Time 

THE GENERATIVE CURVE 

 Thinking 

Planning 

Execution Sense Direction 

Framing 

Inquiry   
Oversight 

Chait, Ryan, and 
Taylor (2005) 
Governance as 

Leadership. 
BoardSource and 

Wiley. 



Value-Added Work Higher on the Curve 

Fiduciary 

Oversight Inquiry  
Scandal free? Safeguards? 

Affordable? Opportunity cost? 

Clean audit? Audit insights? 

Legal? Ethical? 

Strategic 

Planning Thinking 

See the future? Understand past? 

What’s the plan? What’s the idea? 

Process steps? Signs of success? 

Size of markets? New markets? 

Does the idea align with or change our mission? 
Who are the key stakeholders and what is at stake for them? 

If we do this, what will key stakeholders infer about our core values? 
How else might we look at this? 

Generative 



FIDUCIARY STRATEGIC GENERATIVE 

Questions of… What? How? Why? 

Activities • Asset stewardship 
• Oversee operations  
• Deploy resources 

wisely 
• Ensure legal and 

financial integrity 
• Ensure academic 

quality and student 
safety 

• Monitor results 

• Partner with senior 
staff to think 
strategically 

• Scan internal and 
external environments 

• Design, reflect on, and 
adapt strategic plans 

• Strengthen competitive 
advantage 

• Source of leadership 
to discern, frame, and 
confront challenges 
rooted in values, 
traditions, and beliefs 

• Engage in sense-
making, meaning-
making, and problem 
framing 

Risk Financial failure Apathy and slow death Relevance 

Way of knowing It stands to reason The pieces all fit It makes sense 

Role Steward Strategist Sense-maker 

Responsibility Oversight Foresight Insight 



Generative Governance 

The board generates: 
 Insight and understanding about a question, 

problem, challenge, opportunity, or the 
environment; and, 
 
 A sense of the organizationl’s identity – ‘our way’ of 

responding. 



   TRIPLE HELIX ISSUE INDICATORS 

Ambiguity 
Saliency 

 

 

High Stakes 
Strife 

 

Irreversibility 



Capitalization as Triple Helix: Money, Markets, 
and Mission 

 Undercapitalization (Nelson, 2009, “Getting Beyond Breakeven”) 
• Distracting and debilitating  

• Chills artistic risk-taking 

• Failure – the ultimate risk to mission 

 Focus on breakeven can neglect the balance sheet (need to build net assets and funds 
through significant surpluses) 

 Failure to size the market appropriately 

 Miscommunication and fear of failure 

 

“Many organizations are trying to define a response to the impact of rapid change in 
audience behavior and the crowded field of cultural opportunities…. For many the lack of 
access to risk or working capital stymies their ability to full define the problem – it is a 
marketing issue, a product problem, or a question of relevance to mission? – and then to 
respond to the problem in a meaningful or creative way” (p. 7). 

 

 



At the Heart of Generative Thinking 
Three Groups Weathering the Recession 
 A rainy day for which they have prudently prepared; they have options; core mission will 

emerge in tact 
 Profound impact on the organization’s growth and development; may have to forego dreams 

until conditions are more favorable, perhaps sacrificing long-term strategic positioning for 
short-term financial health 

 Break the camel’s back; everything needs to be on the table – repositioning, merger, 
bankruptcy 
 

“The key question is…which of these realities is mine? If the key stakeholders 
are not in agreement about an organization’s reality, it is impossible to have 
an honest conversation about workable, effective solutions and organizations 
run the risk of a debilitating decision. If they assume the wrong reality, they 
end up making completely inappropriate decisions that do nothing but stave 
off the day of reckoning a little further. If they can agree on the correct reality, 
even it if ’s ugly, there is hope of crafting feasible solutions or…salvaging the 
core pieces of value the organization retains” (p. 9). 

 
 

 



Exceptional Governance 

1. Find, frame, and focus on what matters most. 
2. Align structure with strategy. 
3. Create a culture of inquiry. 
4. Ensure robust discourse at meetings. 
5. Build a board team. 
6. Engender diligence and accountability. 

 



If you’ve boarded the wrong train, it is no 
use running along the corridor in the other 

direction. 
 

~ Dietrich Bonhoeffer ~  



Find. Frame. Focus.  

 Spend more time, as a collective, upstream sense-making. 
 Consider key stakeholders and their lenses. 
 Wear “tri-focals” to analyze issues in three modes. 
 Keep the focus on the “main thing.” 
 Avoid diagnosis momentum. 
 Decide what to discuss and what to decide. 
 Develop rolling 12-month discussion and decision agendas for the 

board and committees. 
 Substitute high value-added for low value-added activity. 

 

 



Align Board Structure with Strategy  
 

 Examine standing committees. 
• Evaluate their charters and performance 
• Set annual goals 

 
 Ensure that strategy drives structure, not vice versa.  

• What is the work the board needs to do?  
• What committees and task forces do you need to do it? 

 
 Ensure that the board drives committees, not vice versa. 

• Derive committee agendas from board annual work plan 
• Consider merging, differentiating, or eliminating committees based on 

strategy 
• Streamline structure to increase impact and broaden participation 

 
 Selectively deploy strategy-driven, outcomes-oriented task forces. 

• More adhocracy, less bureaucracy 
 

 Substantively engage constituents. 
 



Create a Culture of Inquiry 

 Specify objectives/meeting goals.  
 Fit format to content and purpose; emphasize themes not 

reports. 
 Highlight opportunities for the board to add value. 
 Create efficiencies. 

~ Consent agendas  ~ Performance dashboards 

~ On-line updates  ~ Committee quick reports 

~ Advance surveys  ~ Contacts for clarification 

 Seek real-time feedback from the Executive Director. 
 Summarize implications, expectations, and next steps. 



Ensure Robust Discourse 
 Invite broad participation; elicit constructive dissent.  

 

 

 

 Distribute discussion questions in advance. 

 Minimize staff presentation; maximize board discussion. 

 Pose meaningful questions as catalysts to critical thinking. 

 Entertain various “what if” scenarios. 

 Vary format 
~ Breakout groups  ~ Advocacy panels 

~ Anonymous input  ~ Silent starts 

~ One-minute memos ~ Case studies/hypotheticals 

~ Constituent views  ~ Debates 

 

 

 

“I take it that we are in agreement on the decision here. Then, I propose that we postpone further discussion to give 
ourselves time to develop disagreement and perhaps gain some understanding of what the decision is all about.”   

(Alfred P. Sloan: GM Chairman and CEO from 1923-1956; Quoted in New Yorker, 2004, p. 30) 



Build a Board Team 
 Build Teamwork 

• Ensure clear and compelling shared purpose (discuss board legacy; determine 
board mission)  

• Set consequential, challenging goals and board benchmarks 
• Avoid group think through appropriate deliberation 
• State trustee expectations (Code of Conduct) 
• Get to know each other personally; attend to social capital; build trust 

 
 Select Carefully and Orient New Trustees 

• Select team players who have a reasonable sense of urgency, can stay focused, and 
who are emotionally engaged not personally entangled 

• Orient new trustees to the  and the board’s norms/culture 
• Provide mentors, glossaries, directories, connections, frequently asked questions 

 
 Plan for Succession  

• Have term limits, not just terms 
• Establish position description and succession plan for Board Chair 
• Attend to succession for trustees and board officers 
• Be transparent 

 





Engender Diligence & Accountability 

 Epitomize performance accountability for the organization. 
 Make decisions as if you had to explain them to stakeholders.  
 Evaluate the board, individual trustees, committees, meetings. 
 Collectively interpret and utilize results of evaluations. 
 Seek management’s overall assessment annually. 
 Hold executive sessions for reflective practice. 
 Discuss examples of the board’s pivotal contributions and 

shortfalls. 
 Fortify the role of a true Governance Committee. 

 
 

 



Cathy A. Trower, Ph.D. 
President – Trower & Trower, Inc. 

www.trowerandtrower.com  
catrower@trowerandtrower.com 
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Should the Boston Museum of Fine Arts lend 21 Monet 
paintings to the Bellagio Casino in Las Vegas? 

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://static.howstuffworks.com/gif/monet-paintings-1879-5.jpg&imgrefurl=http://entertainment.howstuffworks.com/claude-monet-paintings-1879-1886.htm&usg=__sQoBjTvFAbo11gmDRsJpWHZJMlU=&h=320&w=400&sz=58&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=IRfqb8-L9HrxiM:&tbnh=99&tbnw=124&prev=/images?q=monet+paintings&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-us&sa=X&um=1
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.artquotes.net/masters/monet/water-lilies.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.artquotes.net/masters/monet/water-lilies.htm&usg=__If7j41pEq3LAyj9Yk_lSs4ZGOuY=&h=465&w=444&sz=66&hl=en&start=16&um=1&tbnid=OZHQM4wby3OvyM:&tbnh=128&tbnw=122&prev=/images?q=monet+paintings&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-us&sa=X&um=1

	Best Practices for High Performing Boards
	Why do some nonprofit boards underperform?
	The Best Boards
	Impediments and why we need to govern differently in order to govern better�
	“We live in a society bloated with data but starved for wisdom.”�~ Ethnographer Elizabeth Lindsey ~
	Confronting Values and Beliefs: Messy!
	Critical Thinking: Hard 
	What Challenges Are Ahead?
	A framework for exceptional governance
	Exceptional Governance
	Three Mental Maps or Mindsets 
	Slide Number 12
	Value-Added Work Higher on the Curve
	Slide Number 14
	Generative Governance
	   TRIPLE HELIX ISSUE INDICATORS
	Capitalization as Triple Helix: Money, Markets, and Mission
	At the Heart of Generative Thinking
	Exceptional Governance
	Slide Number 20
	Find. Frame. Focus. 
	Align Board Structure with Strategy �
	Create a Culture of Inquiry
	Ensure Robust Discourse
	Build a Board Team
	Slide Number 26
	Engender Diligence & Accountability
	Slide Number 28
	Should the Boston Museum of Fine Arts lend 21 Monet paintings to the Bellagio Casino in Las Vegas?

