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Note:  In February 2007, we asked readers of smorgasBoard ®, our mostly-monthly electronic newsletter, to respond to four questions “on board service as you experience it.”  We do not pretend that the responses are statistically valid, but we do hope you find the answers to be a useful addition to your own board deliberations. 

1.  All things considered, how effective is your board, really? In other words, how big a role does the board itself play in the success of the organization's mission? (Remember, this is anonymous!) 

(Scale:  1 = Irrelevant, 6 = Indispensable)

	
	Board members
	Staff members

	“Irrelevant”
	0%
	0%

	Bottom third
	7
	15

	Bottom half
	24
	29

	Middle third
	53
	56

	Top third
	40
	29

	“Indispensable”
	12
	7


BoardWalk Comment:  Perhaps not surprisingly, board members view their effectiveness somewhat more favorably than staff members do.  This is consistent with other studies of board effectiveness we have seen.  In the main, the differences appear to be directional rather than fundamental; no respondent said his or her organization’s board was irrelevant, and a majority of both groups give their boards middling ratings.  

The upshot?  Lots of agreement that there is much room for improvement.

2.  Think for a moment about your board and committee meetings over the past year, both the ones you attended and the ones you heard about, and consider all the ways your board members spent their time together. Collectively, what percent of the board's time was spent on...

	
	Board members
	Staff members

	The past (e.g., reports and discussions of what's happened)
	25%
	30%

	The present (current or near-term issues)
	45
	44

	The future (longer-term strategy, impact, growth and the like)
	30
	26


BoardWalk Comment:  Both groups say that a little under half of board and committee meeting time is spent discussing current issues, with the balance split about equally between the past and the future.  Board members who rate their boards most highly tend to spend decidedly more time on the future than on the past, but the largest percent of time is still spent on present-day matters.

The upshot?  If the way your board spends its time is notably different from what is cited here, we encourage you to examine why.  In our experience, it is easy to spend too much time focusing on what’s already occurred at the expense of time spent in meaningful dialogue about the future.

3.  The elephant in the room: What is the most important thing your organization is not addressing that it should be?
The range of unaddressed issues is as broad as the nonprofits represented in our unscientific sample.  A quarter of board members cite funding issues of one sort or another, but even so their comments tend to be directed to the impact of strategic shifts in the market for services (strategic planning, mission creep, changing constituent and donor dynamics and the like).  Over-dependence on the CEO or a major donor is also a concern. 

Staff members speak more specifically about board composition & revitalization, succession planning for both board and staff, and the perennial funding issues (diversity of revenue streams, for example).  

BoardWalk comment:  The question we frequently encounter for individual nonprofits is the lack of agreement around the critical issues that board and staff members should be facing together.  The value of focused conversations around strategic issues can be enormous.

4.   If you could change one thing about the way your board functions in order to have the biggest, most positive impact on the organization, what would it be?

By their responses, board members demonstrate their hunger for more participatory board meetings, more discussion, more interaction—and fewer talking heads.  A clear majority of responding board members cite a desire for different dynamics in the board room:  more collaborative discussions, more participatory strategic exchanges, more opportunities to use their knowledge and expertise.

Staffers want much the same thing—a strategic framework for decision-making, a fuller understanding on the board’s part of the organization’s “real” role, and fuller, less frequent engagement resulting in greater ownership of results.  Only two staff respondents even mentioned fundraising!

BoardWalk comment:  The desire for a changing dynamic in the boardroom is pervasive, and it reflects our belief that time, not money, is the truly scarce commodity.  Board members want to be helpful and they want to be engaged—not just reported to.  While the appetite for change is there, the mechanism may not be obvious.  Our experience suggests that breaking through the inertia can be its own reward.

For a fuller discussion of these and similar issues, 

please contact us at 404-BoardWalk (404-262-7392)

or visit our website at 

www.BoardWalkConsultingl.com.
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