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Change is inevitable. 

In a progressive country change is constant. 

Benjamin Disraeli 

 

 

 

 

1. MEETING NEW CHALLENGES: EVOLUTION OF THE NONPROFIT BOARD  

Boards of directors continue to be perplexing, if essential, parts of nonprofit 

organizations. Boards, after all, are required by law. One cannot start a corporation, profit-

making or nonprofit, without an incorporating board. But the role of nonprofit boards is often 

unclear and their purposes elusive.  

Boards of nonprofits often seem erratic in their effectiveness. Just when a board hits its 

stride, a shift in board or staff leadership, a significant change in organizational size, or a major 

alteration of funding or program direction can cause the board to become unfocussed and 

unsure of its role. When this happens the board may be viewed by the staff and even by board 

members themselves as unequal to its task or, worse, irrelevant and obstructive. Why is this so?  

In my experience, a board is not and cannot be static. Instead it must change and evolve 

as the organization changes and grows. The roles, functions, and membership need to be altered 

to meet the new challenges the nonprofit organization itself confronts. Many of these changes in 

board roles, functions, and membership are predictable because they are natural consequences 

of organizational growth. It is on these predictable changes that this paper concentrates. This 

essay is intended to help those nonprofit leaders whose boards perplex them and who want to 

clarify the board's role, purpose, and functions to improve the effectiveness of the organization.  

Just as nonprofits pass through identifiable organizational stages, so do nonprofit 

boards. Three very different and quite distinct types of boards gradually and often quite 

belatedly develop as nonprofit organizations grow and change. The first of these is the 

organizing board, the second is the governing board, and the third is the institutional board. 

Undoubtedly other typical nonprofit boards as well as various permutations of these three exist, 

but these seem to represent three models that appear and reappear in the nonprofit world.  

Before proceeding further, let me explain that I am writing principally from my own 

experience. I have served on thirty-five nonprofit boards as well as on the board of one for-

profit corporation (it lasted less than a year!). I've also  

worked with hundreds of nonprofits in the past nineteen years as a management consultant, 

written five other pieces on nonprofits and their boards (see the Suggested Resources section), 

and given dozens of seminars and workshops on boards to nonprofit boards and staffs. In the 

past year or so, as I have explored the ideas discussed here with clients and in seminars, staffs 

and boards have indicated that they have found the approach to be both clarifying and 

enabling.  

There are, however, some caveats. The board-maturing process that I describe is not an 

inevitability. Organizations may develop differently, or their boards may stop at one stage or 

another. For example, organizations that remain unstaffed may experience few if any of the 
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changes described below. Groups that operate in an alternative mode-collectives, for example-

may also maintain a dynamic that is different and follow another path. Other boards may reach 

the governing stage and remain there quite happily. Still others may proceed to the institutional 

stage, but, lacking a clear sense of their purpose, return to the governing stage.  

Indeed, because not all organizations desire or need institutional boards, achieving that 

final stage is not always necessary. However, if an organization's leaders depend more and 

more on board members for individual donor fundraising, if the organization must serve a 

growing community, or if it has achieved the status of a stable community institution, its board 

tends to become very large and may no longer be able to function like a governing board. 

Reshaping board functions and roles becomes essential and in most cases, an institutional board 

is the result. Regrettably, the transition from one type of board to the next, and particularly 

from the first-stage organizing board to the second-stage governing board, can be unclear, 

painful, frustrating, and laborious. If a board is to negotiate these transitions successfully, the 

organizational leaders must have a basic understanding of what is going on and of the changes 

that need to be made.  

Leaders also need to take the time and be willing to address the issues that accompany 

the transition. Unfortunately that time often cannot be spared (particularly at the beginning of 

organizational life), without sacrificing other essential tasks or extending already outrageously 

long workdays. That is why the transition from one type of board may be delayed and belated; 

it is hard for organizational leadership to grasp what kind of change is needed and then to find 

the time to help bring about the necessary reforms in the board.  

When organizational leaders do understand that fundamental changes are underway 

and that the board needs help so that it can develop, most leaders try to move the board from 

an informal organizing board to a much more formal, institutional, fundraising board. They 

would like to skip the difficult governing- board stage where power and authority are shared, 

probably for the first time, between board and staff. Unfortunately, this almost universal desire 

to skip a stage simply does not succeed.  

The governing-board model appears to be a necessary, and often a prolonged, step 

towards the more formal institutional stage. It is at the governing-board stage that board-staff 

distinctions become clearer and the board develops a sense of itself and its role. Yet many 

nonprofit leaders find themselves frustrated and discouraged when the board does not move 

quickly from an organizing board to an institutional board and carry out the fund-raising tasks 

that leadership wants.  

If changing boards can be such a painful struggle, why bother with it? I believe that 

developing and clarifying the board's role is essential because the board of directors' 

involvement, commitment, sense of partnership, and strength make the critical difference in an 

organization's ability to continue and to grow. Executive directors and staffs -- the transients in 

the nonprofit world -- come and go, but strong boards that infuse membership with new blood 

on a regular basis are the constants and can provide the stability needed in organizational life. 

Moreover, only boards are capable of selecting new leadership, holding the organization 

accountable, and serving as the principal guardian of the nonprofit organization's welfare.  
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I trust that these brief descriptions of nonprofit board types will enable readers and 

organizational leaders to deal with some of the perplexities and frustrations that confront all of 

us as we try to make boards more effective.  

2. THE FIRST STAGE: AN ORGANIZING BOARD OF VOLUNTEERS  

Organizing boards are discussed in my paper The Board of Directors Is’ A Problem: 

Exploring the Concept of the Following and Leading Boards (see Suggested Resources). The 

essential point is that organizing boards tend to take one of two forms: following boards that 

are selected by a leader who wants to start an organization and who wants to create a 

supportive board, or, conversely, leading or controlling boards that are formed by volunteers 

who gather together to begin work on a mutually agreed project and then form a corporate 

board.  

A. Organizing Boards that Follow the Leader  

Following boards are usually small, often because the leader who invites the members to 

join the board does not really need or want a large board, one which might not be unified or 

might step out of its supportive, cheerleading role. These boards tend to be homogeneous as 

well, as they are composed of those people the leader knows well and trusts and whose 

interests are akin to the leader's. Board meetings and relationships tend to be informal with 

members quite content to hear reports of the organization's activities, to advise, and to offer 

encouragement.  

Sometimes -- but not always -- the leader asks board members to undertake tasks for the 

agency and, if so, no one questions whether this is an  

appropriate board task or really a job for staff. At the organizing stage, such distinctions are 

neither clear nor meaningful. More often than not, however, jobs assigned to following board 

members are left undone. Board members usually have figured out that what they neglect to 

do, the leader will pick up and complete.  

Following boards normally share a strong commitment to the organization's purpose 

and, probably more importantly, to the vision of its leader; otherwise it is most unlikely they 

would have been asked -- or would have agreed -- to join the organizing board. Following 

boards are generally not task oriented; people do not join the board because they want to 

volunteer their time, energy, and skills in order to undertake programmatic or administrative 

tasks for the organization.  

Rather, they join to support a leader who is deeply committed to achieving the 

organization's purpose. Probably as a consequence of their relatively passive role and of the 

strong role of the leader, following boards usually do not develop as intense a sense of 

ownership of the organization as the boards described below. Following boards, for example, 

do not usually play a significant role in fund-raising. Generally they expect their leader to do 

that job as a part of the leadership responsibility.  

B. Organizing Boards that Lead or Control the Organization  
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The other typical kind of organizing boards are those that create an organization and 

assume a strong and active leadership role. These boards are most often composed of a 

determined band of warriors who join together to give their time and energy to a cause to 

which they share a passionate commitment. Leading boards may be small at the beginning and 

usually quite homogeneous, and made up of like-minded souls who are explicitly willing to do 

the tasks, however mundane, needed to get the organization up and running.  

As task-oriented boards, they quickly develop a strong sense of ownership of the 

organization: "We got it started, made it work successfully at the beginning and it is ours to do 

with as we see fit." Unlike following boards, leading boards generally play a major role in 

raising funds, which increases their sense of ownership of the organization.  

Even when the organization grows, leading boards may wait some time before hiring 

any staff, both because the board members are attached to their volunteer work and because 

they are often apprehensive about hiring staff. That apprehension probably has at least three 

basic causes: first, volunteer board members fear that a hired staff person may take from them 

the tasks they enjoy. Second, they are quite reluctant to share the power and authority that has 

been theirs alone. Third, often several of the founding board members would like to be the staff 

leader of the organization and thus paid for their services. The board then may hesitate to 

choose among fellow board members, fearing that it will  

split the board and the organization. This hesitation often delays hiring long after a staff is 

clearly needed.  

When a staff person is finally hired, it is clear from the outset that this person is not the 

leader but an employee, someone who is expected to follow the board's lead and implement its 

mandates. Volunteer board members tend to be quite ambivalent about whether they want the 

staff to take change so that they can perform fewer tasks, or whether they want to maintain 

control over the organization and continue to perform their volunteer tasks. Usually they want 

both; more help with their tasks while controlling their execution. Inevitably, staff faces a 

difficult situation, particularly as board members often serve as volunteer staff members, thus 

both working for and supervising the executive.  

As might be expected, new staff leaders, even if they are willing to work hard, may have 

to wait for some time before they are trusted and can become effective executive directors. As 

long as founders remain on the board, progress toward significant staff leadership is usually 

difficult and frustrating; in addition, newer board members -- at any board stage -- may not find 

ways to participate effectively as long as the founder or founders remain on the board.  

3. THE TRANSITION TO A VOLUNTEER GOVERNING BOARD  

Despite the dramatic difference in the dynamics of these two types of boards, all 

organizing boards tend to be small, quite homogeneous, rather informal in operational style, 

and very committed to the purpose of the organization. But as the organization continues to 

grow, the organizing board itself -- whether following or leading -- begins to experience strains. 

Sometimes these strains are brought to a head by a crisis -- often a financial crisis or a struggle 

between staff and board leadership -- but whether there is an outright crisis or not, things do 

not work as well for the board or the organization as they once did.  
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Leading boards, for example, simply cannot cope with all the tasks and assignments that 

are expected of a significantly enlarged organization, and the board begins to look more and 

more to the staff to get the work done. The staff, and particularly the executive -- understanding 

that they must take on more work -- demand more responsibility and more of a role in setting 

the course for the organization. Staff increasingly resents the leading board's interference, 

particularly individual board member's direct involvement in the organization's day-to-day 

work. Indeed, board members are now expected to do any non-board volunteer work under 

staff supervision. Denied the role that it had played, the board struggles to define what its new 

role should be.  

The following board, on the other hand, finds itself being asked to do more than it ever 

bargained for or agreed to do. Instead of simply being  

cheerleaders, board members are now expected by the staff leader to become active fund-

raisers, financial managers, planners, and committee chairs. The  

leader realizes that he or she needs help in managing an increasingly complex organization and 

that the board can be and really must be useful if the organization is to continue to prosper and 

grow. With some impatience, the leader presents these new expectations to a board that simply 

does not want to change its role or its relationship to the leader. A process of serious 

renegotiation begins, often generating considerable tension and some mutual exasperation as 

the transition to a new board phase begins.  

To put it mildly, the transition from a following or a leading organizing board to a 

governing board is perplexing to and frustrating for both board and staff. Usually the transition 

does not begin in earnest until organizing members begin to leave for one reason or another and 

new members join the board. New board members -- who bring different experiences and new 

expectations -- seem essential to this transition, which is one reason why an organization's 

bylaws should fix terms of office and limit the number of consecutive terms for board members. 

But still the frustrations for both new and old board members can be intense: "What have these 

older board members been doing? Why have they wasted their time and not really built the 

organization?" Or "Who do these new people think they are? Where were they when we began 

the organization and what do they mean when they talk about 'new roles'?"  

Whatever the impetus, both following and leading boards do eventually see the need for 

change and the need to act "more like boards." For both types of organizing boards, this 

realization leads to developing a new style of leadership, one that is shared between staffs and 

boards. Often the change is characterized by calls for "more systems," " clearer definition of staff 

and board roles," and " becoming more businesslike."  

For newer board members -- and those original members who have become impatient -- 

it seems that the old dynamic will never change, yet for most original board members the pace 

of change seems unnecessarily accelerated. For the latter, the change can be unsettling because 

they do not understand what their new board roles or behaviors really are meant to be. They 

may be unsure that they, as individuals, will continue to have roles to play or contributions to 

make to the organization.  

Older board members' fears may also be heightened because the new people are 

different; women instead of all men, minorities, business people instead of community people, 

wealthy people rather than those of modest income. New people, too, wonder why they were 
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brought on as board members: "Are we tokens?" "What are we supposed to do with these 

strange, suspicious people who don't really want to let us in to the real working of the 

organization?" The passage can be frustrating and wrenching for all.  

4. THE MIDDLE STAGE: THE VOLUNTEER GOVERNING BOARD  

What emergent vision is the organizing board struggling to create? What perhaps most 

characterizes the governing board is (for leading boards) the shift from performing operational, 

staff -- like tasks or a shift from relative inactivity and cheerleading (for following boards) to the 

gradual assumption of the governance of the organization and the assumption of responsibility 

for the organization's well-being and its longevity. The board, indeed, accepts responsibility for 

helping to plan and execute the organization's work, for oversight of its finances, and, in 

general, for accountability for its organizational integrity.  

Between the board and the staff, a new and more balanced relationship and a sharing of 

power and authority begins. The board chair and the executive director emerge as the principal 

leaders and accept responsibility for ensuring that the work of the board and the staff gets done. 

As governing boards tend to be larger and more diversified, committees become more 

important, more board work is concentrated in committees and task forces, and less work is 

done by the board acting as a committee of the whole.  

The staff accepts its accountability to the board, and the board accepts this accountability 

role. The board also holds itself accountable to the needs of the organization by accepting 

responsibility for ensuring that the organization has the resources it needs to operate.  

A following board may for the first time develop a real sense of ownership of the 

organization. The board is now expected to form standing committees that approve the 

organization's budget, re- view its finances, undertake program planning and articulate a fund-

raising strategy. A leading board may for the first time trust the staff and its leader to take 

responsibility for administration of the organization's affairs. Board members are expected to 

get out of operations, hold the executive accountable, allow the executive director to manage 

the staff, and, in general, assume a more arms-length governance stance.  

Boards at this middle stage generally become larger, although the growth may be 

gradual and, unfortunately, not very intentional. While most small boards come to realize that 

governing an organization requires more people to help carry out the board's responsibilities in 

finance, policy-setting, and development, the search for new members is often unfocussed. 

Instead of carefully defining the board's needs and targeting the search for new members, too 

often there are rushed efforts to find "good people" or the " right names."  

If the board recruitment and selection process is reasonably planned and thought 

through, the board becomes more diverse in order to ensure outreach beyond the homogeneous 

community that spawned it. Like-minded, similarly motivated, and -- usually -- socially unified 

boards consciously seek others who rep- resent and relate to other groups and communities and 

who bring to the board's deliberations new and different points of view. Increasing the board's 

size and diversity can be difficult steps for boards to undertake and accept. What  
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had been a small, tight group is no longer one -- although some board members may try to 

retain control within a core group or inner circle -- and the search for a new, workable dynamic 

begins in earnest.  

Committees become essential to effective board functioning. For example, planning 

becomes at least an informal part of the board's work, particularly as planning offers an 

opportunity to develop organization-wide policies that the board approves and to which the 

staff must adhere. A planning committee takes on this work. Financial management becomes a 

principal focus for board activity, and another committee accepts this task. Job descriptions are 

developed and a personnel manual probably becomes a necessity, not only to ensure that 

personnel policies are consistent, but also to keep the board from meddling in personnel 

decisions; yet another committee takes on this critical assignment.  

The nominating committee often becomes an especially influential instrument, one 

designed to analyze the board's needs for new kinds of members and to develop strategies for 

recruiting energetic people who will revitalize and strengthen the organization. Finally, usually 

at the behest of the leader, a development committee is formed to enable the board to play an 

increasingly significant fund-raising role, by developing policies, strategies, and schedules and 

participating personally in fund-raising.  

The staff leader finds that the transition to a governing board that really works -- in both 

senses of that word -- requires a substantial amount of his or her time. If the board chair takes 

real responsibility for expanding and diversifying the board and developing a successful 

dynamic, the executive director may be able to spend less time on those tasks. But inevitably the 

building of a governing board takes more time than the executive director had imagined and, 

unhappily, the results of the effort are not immediately apparent in terms of increased board 

productivity. Committees seem to take more time and must be staffed and supported. 

Orientation of new board members and regular meetings with board members are necessary if 

the executive director is to understand board members' views, what their interests are, and 

what they would like -- or be willing -- to do.  

If staff and board leadership is strong and intent on making change occur, however, the 

board may develop a strong, new, workable dynamic within three years -- but probably not 

much before. When organizational leaders decide that the board must change, they can become 

enormously frustrated when that change is so gradual -- yet that seems to be the pattern. The 

board seems to be the slowest part of an organization to change, and the slowest to discover and 

operate on a new dynamic that is relevant to the life cycle of the organization itself. This delay is 

not due to any ineptitude of the board members or the leaders, but usually to the fact that the 

board is the part of the organization that leaders focus on last and least, particularly in the early 

stages of organizational life.  

Some astute leaders do, indeed, see the need to help the board change as the 

organization itself changes, but most do not perceive that need early enough, and they allow the 

board to drift. Moreover, leaders have so much to do and are so invested in the status quo-in 

keeping power where it is, either with the founders or with the founding executive director -- 

that they are reluctant to let go. In addition, it is difficult to get volunteers, over whom leaders 

have little control, to change except at their own pace. Leaders have so much else to do that 
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taking the time to develop a board and its new dynamic often falls far behind the organization's 

development.  

It can be enormously helpful if, at this juncture, the board chair takes seriously the task 

of board development and begins to establish clear expectations for the board. In addition, it 

helps significantly if founders agree to depart and if experienced board members who are 

accustomed to and expect different dynamics are added to the board.  

5. THE TRANSITION TO THE INSTITUTIONAL BOARD  

    Fortunately, as the governing board dynamic takes hold in an organization, the board 

itself becomes more self-aware, and the organization comes to understand more fully why a 

board is important and how it helps ensure the organization's existence. This self-awareness is 

important because it can help the board understand that additional subsequent transitions may 

be needed. Having already faced a major transition, the board may be better able to accept that 

it will eventually need to move on, perceive new functions, assume new responsibilities, and 

perform new and different roles.  

But why might another transition be necessary? If the organization is successful and 

continues to grow, the board's importance increases and the demands made of it increase. For 

example, raising funds from individuals often becomes the most important component of a 

mature organization's resource generation. More and more, it becomes the board's 

responsibility, supported by a professional staff, to raise money. This development in turn often 

means that the board's size must be increased so that there are enough board members to do the 

fund-raising. Other reasons for adding to the board include the need to increase the board's 

representation from other communities and groups or to provide the broadened public 

oversight and visibility that the expanded organization now needs.  

If such new tasks and responsibilities are assumed, at least two things usually occur. 

First, the board expands, adding new and different people to marshall more financial resources 

and to extend the organization's outreach. Second, the board finds it necessary to delegate to 

stronger and more independent committees many of the tasks for which it itself had previously 

assumed responsibility.  

Although some members may resist the idea of altering the board's role and adding new 

dimensions, the transition from a governing board to an institutional and fund-raising board 

appears to be less painful and traumatic than the initial transition from an organizing board to a 

governing board. First of all, the board understands both the needs of the organization and its 

own particular responsibilities. Now that it has reached a more powerful level, it often provides 

much of the impetus for change. Second, while the executive director may feel the greatest need 

for a different type of board, the recognition of the need for a major shift in the board's role is 

more mutual. The board and staff vision of the new board is mutually and intentionally 

developed.  

Third, the board is principally adding new functions while delegating some old ones. 

Unlike the earlier transition from an organizing board, the board is not being asked to reorient 

its work completely, and therefore the pain may not be so pronounced. The board may be 

apprehensive, about losing its intense sense of ownership, continuing contact, and feeling of 
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direct participation. Members may experience considerable ambivalence about delegating to 

major committees responsibility and authority for significant organizational tasks.  

6. THE MATURE STAGE: THE INSTITUTIONAL AND FUND-RAISING  

 BOARD  

What are the characteristics of the institutional board? Mature boards are usually very 

large and, while diverse, generally include more people who have the capacity to give or have 

access to funders and donors. This board gradually becomes more prestigious and more 

attractive to movers and shakers within the community. The board clearly accepts the role of 

fund-raising and often delegates governance of the institution to an executive or management 

committee. Finally, the board, although clearly retaining its governance role and its ultimate 

legal authority, takes on more of a life of its own as it accepts new responsibilities and roles.  

Mature-stage boards often increase significantly in size to ensure that the added tasks -- 

particularly fund-raising -- can be undertaken. Major charitable, community service, and arts 

organizations may have boards as large as 100, but a more typical board would have thirty-five 

to sixty members. As the board focuses increasingly on fund-raising, it may also create 

auxiliaries such as friends or patrons or establish "advisory" committees to increase the 

organization's fund-raising outreach without having to expand the board even further.  

The task of recruiting new members who are wealthy, or who have access to those who 

are, is not as difficult for the organization as it was in previous years. Once a board successfully 

establishes itself as a governing board and has become more diverse, it has probably brought on 

several new members who are capable of attracting other board members who are recognized 

and established in the community. These latter people normally do not have the time or 

inclination to involve themselves in the hard work of creating an organization or even 

governing it. They may have done that in the past, but now they are looking for larger arenas in 

which to play out their community roles. The institutional, fund-raising board is thus attractive 

to them.  

In addition, organizations that seek large boards have by now established a pattern of 

growth and have demonstrated their staying power. People tend to see these organizations as 

important community institutions, ones worth supporting. Finally, a certain prestige begins to 

be associated with board membership as the organization develops an aura of success and 

stability. People like being asked to serve with others they admire and respect. To ensure that 

this growth continues, those board members with the most outreach and influence often form 

the core of the officers and the nominating committee.  

Once a board reaches a membership of thirty -- perhaps even twenty-five  -- its capacity 

truly to govern an institution is limited simply because the board has become unwieldy and 

hard to manage. It is no longer a board that can meet as a whole and grasp all that is needed to 

govern a growing institution. Much of the work of the board is already being done in 

committees, and the board tends to depend upon these committees more and more, receiving, 

reviewing, and confirming their actions.  

Most institutional boards delegate responsibility for governance to a smaller group of 

twelve to fifteen members who are often called the executive committee. This committee meets 
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regularly to review organizational activities, well-being, and financial stability of the institution, 

and makes necessary managerial decisions between board meetings. It then reports fully to the 

board, asking for its ratification or approval as needed and appropriate.  

Mature boards clearly enjoy a relationship with the nonprofit organization different 

from that of the two earlier, less mature boards. Institutional boards normally have achieved 

greater recognition as important entities within their organizations; they have goals, targets, 

and expectations and they are held accountable for reaching their goals just like the staff and the 

executive. These boards function more independently and develop new and quite different 

relationships with the staff.  

Fund-raising probably has now become a major, if not the principal, focus of the board's 

activity. Other board activities -- financial oversight, governance, and policy-planning -- 

continue to receive attention, but principally from board committees. Boards expect more and 

delegate more to the staff as they pay attention principally to major issues and larger 

institutional concerns as well as funding. As before, these issues may include approval of the 

staff's budget, review of the agency's audit, examination and approval of the agency's long-

range goals, and evaluation of the agency's programs and leadership. But the board appears to 

work principally at the pre-operational and the post-operational stages and through its 

committees, providing overall guidance at the beginning of initiatives and evaluations of 

achievements and audits of performance at the completion of work.  

The mature board assumes that a professional and increasingly sophisticated staff will 

follow approved plans and operate the organization in a responsible manner. Indeed, the busy 

community leaders that the organization has attracted to its board have not the time, patience, 

or inclination to be significantly involved in following closely the actual operation of the 

organization. It is imperative, however, that an executive or an audit committee, or both, hold 

the staff accountable and review its work and the organization's finances on a regular, timely 

basis.  

 

7. SOME QUESTIONS AND RESERVATIONS  

The three boards discussed above are typical of those that permeate nonprofit life, but 

they are not universal. There may be significant exceptions.  

First, organizing boards that are also strong leading boards and that already effectively 

raise funds for their organizations may go through a modified or different governing board 

stage. Their ownership of the organization is already strong because they started it and raised 

funds for it. They may be able to move to something like the institutional and fund-raising 

board stage without assuming all of the attributes of a working, volunteer governing board.  

If this fast-forward growth is so, it would probably require three steps: first, the board 

and its members would need to be willing to grant more power and authority to the staff and 

give up day-to-day operational tasks, except under staff supervision. Second, the board would 

probably continue to concentrate on fund-raising as its principal task. Third, a smaller group 

such as an executive or management committee might be delegated responsibility for 

governance and oversight financial and operational activities. This committee might also 
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include members who would be recruited specifically to provide expert and experienced 

financial and management oversight.  

The second exception to the three-stage board model includes advocacy and public 

interest organizations, which are constantly at the barricades seeking changes in society, that 

may not be able develop the third-stage, institutional and fund-raising boards just described. It 

may be that the controversial and combative nature of their work may not be sufficiently 

attractive to large givers and people of prestige who will be willing to raise funds and support 

the organization's cause. Many cause-oriented organizations have, despite their controversial 

nature, become well-recognized institutions in our society, and have proved capable of 

attracting board members and donors from one part or another of the political spectrum.  

Third, it is not a forgone conclusion that boards of all nonprofit organizations need to 

achieve the third, institutional-board stage. Indeed, there is considerable resistance to both the 

idea that the progression described is inevitable and to the naming of these boards as 

"institutional boards." Both the concept of inevitability and the name apparently strike sparks 

because many public interest, cause-oriented organizations resist the idea of becoming 

institutions; they often equate institutions with bureaucracy -- sluggish, hierarchical, 

unresponsive, and inflexible. Surely there are exceptions -- and yes  --the title does carry 

baggage, but organizations that stay around will tend to develop larger boards and act much 

like "institutional boards," like it or not.  

8. CONCLUSIONS  

What does all of this mean? If there are three rather typical nonprofit board stages, as I 

suggest, what does that mean for nonprofit leaders and their organizations?  

 

♦ Change as a Requisite  

      I believe that it enables leaders simply to understand that boards do and must change as an 

organization grows. Expectations of boards at various stages in nonprofit organizational life can 

then be sharpened and become more realistic. It is not useful to expect that following boards, 

for example, will jump at the chance to undertake major fund-raising and governance tasks for 

the leader or the organization. It is very easy to become frustrated and discouraged unless one 

can see that the changes needed must be appropriate to the board's stage, and that these 

changes are difficult, requiring considerable time and effort.  

 

♦ Board Roles 

 There is also a perplexing lack of clarity about what boards "ought to do," even when one 

can identify the organizational life cycle and the board's stage of growth. Why? Because boards, 

like the organizations themselves, carry into the new phase remnants of previous activities or of 

the old dynamic. In a very real sense, boards are always evolving; as they age they discard and 

add roles and functions, and they may find it difficult to establish just the right relationship 

between boards and staff. Nevertheless, the three-stage process should help to clarify what 

generally can and cannot be done at any point in an organization's life.  

 

♦ The Art of the (Institutional) Board 
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In addition, the large third-stage, institutional boards, often avidly desired by nonprofit 

leaders because they seem so ideal, present serious, ongoing challenges to nonprofit leaders. It 

is very difficult to maintain a sense of clear, meaningful relationships with a large board so that 

it continues to feel important and involved. The work of any board must convey the sense that 

the board is truly engaged in pursuit of a useful purpose. But it is a difficult task for any leader 

with a large board to ensure that board members are -- and feel that they are --usefully and 

vitally involved with the organization's welfare.  

 

♦ Changing Memberships: The Key to a Board's Health 

Finally, all of the above reemphasizes the importance attached to orderly rotation of board 

members. Bylaws should specify the length of terms and the consecutive number of terms a 

board member can serve. There are losses as well as gains in this process because boards lose 

the fine, dedicated people who started the organization and who carry its institutional memory. 

But change is essential to enabling the boards to keep up with the times and renewing and 

revitalizing them so they serve the organization well as it grows. Moreover, there appears no 

other way to deal with inactive members or, worse, founding members who block the reforms 

necessary for organizational growth. Only with fresh blood and a constant source of new 

energy can boards move reasonably easily through the phases necessary for the organization's 

growth and development.  
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