HANDS-ON LEADERSHIP FOR STAFF & BOARD MEMBERS

#1. DO OR DON’T AT BOARD MEETINGS?
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_____ 1. Start meetings by going over the minutes of the previous meeting

_____ 2. Listen to the financial report

_____ 3. Pass out information to inform board members about agenda issues 
 _____4. Focus deliberations on facts

_____ 6. Focus discussions on the “whats” more than “whys”

_____ 5. Reach a consensus

_____ 7. Develop plans around the mission statement

_____ 8. Focus on the future more than the past

_____ 9. Allow everyone to present their views during the meeting
_____ 10. Stick to the agenda



ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION
Do or don’t at board meetings? 
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1. END meetings with the minutes of the previous meeting. 

Discussion of past minutes should be handled last on the agenda so they don’t usurp precious time for discussing more pressing agenda items.  Reading the minutes is a boring way to start what is supposed to be a dynamic meeting.

2. Hear HIGHLIGHTS & CONCLUSIONS of the financial report. 

The financial report (with highlighted conclusions) should be sent to board members prior to the meeting so there is plenty of time for them to ask questions about the report.  Since financial reports tend to be boring and nonstrategic, they should take up as little time as possible during meetings.

3. Pass out information to inform board members about agenda issues IN ADVANCE OF THE MEETING. 

This enables everyone to be well prepared for the meeting and to crystallize what they want to discuss most.

4. Focus deliberations on FEELINGS/OPINIONS. 

The essential facts should have been covered in written materials distributed before the meeting.  Most boards don’t meet often enough or long enough to solidly equip board members to “feel” out the issues during meetings. Boards typically spend about 75%-90% of meeting time getting information and facts which should have been distributed before the meeting.  As a result, not enough time is spent actually discussing how board members feel about the issues (assuming they even know how they feel). 

5. Don’t allow group dynamics to pressure a consensus. 

 “Consensus” can easily degenerate into compromise, and compromise is never good when ideals are at stake.  “Consensus” forced by group dynamics (“Come on, Betty, be a team player!”), opens the door for cynicism and passive aggression. When board consensus does not naturally evolve, table the issue until another meeting.
6. Focus discussions on the “WHYs” more than the “WHATs.” 

Because board members tend to believe that everything their organization wants to do is good, they rarely spend enough time asking why something is being done or if it’s really the best option to back.  
7. Develop plans around IDEALS.

Many organizations use their mission statement largely for PR effect.  Even when this isn’t the case, mission statements are typically too vague to facilitate sound decision-making.  Since decisions should be made on the basis of the organization’s core ideals, it’s essential for board members to crystallize exactly what these ideals are. 

8. Focus on the PAST more than the FUTURE. 

It’s tough for board members to stay in touch with their organization because they aren’t able to spend much time there and see so little of what goes on at the grassroots level (thus limiting their capacity to realistically gauge and engage the organization’s future).  So the board should always keep tuned to the past in order to make realistic decisions about the future.  “Which past decisions led us to making this decision today?”  “Is this new (future) goal or program we’re considering consistent with past decisions and initiatives?”  “Will it take us in the direction we want to go?”  “Do we know where we want to go”? “Do we have a good enough feel for our organization (based on the past) to determine where today’s decision is likely to take us tomorrow?”
9. NUDGE everyone to present their views during the meeting.

Sometimes board meetings aren’t organized well enough to give members ample time to “speak their peace” in the decision-making process. As a result,  the views of interpersonally dominate board members often hold sway. Over time, board members tend to develop psychological “scripts” that “pre-program” how they behave in meetings. For example, certain board members follow the “script” of asking most of the questions; some are the resident critics, others “cheerleaders”; a few board members do most of the talking while others script themselves to listen (tune out?), etc.

10. Stick to what board members (not the board leader) feel are the most relevant issues on the agenda.
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#2. BOARD SMART OR BOARD DUMB?
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_____ 1. Meeting in private

_____ 2. Picking friends and acquaintances for board vacancies

_____ 3. Developing employee job descriptions

_____ 4. Keeping the lid on conflict

_____ 5. Making decisive decisions

_____ 6. Explaining board decisions to employees

_____ 7. Building forward momentum in meetings

_____ 8. Tapping the professional experience and expertise of board members 

_____ 9. Setting goals

_____ 10. Answering questions as they come up during meetings

ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION

Board smart or board dumb?
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1. Meet in an ACCESSIBLE manner.

Organization should strive to serve their clients both inside and outside board meetings.  Often the best way to accomplish this is by inviting clients to participate in some of the meetings. 

2. Pick the sort of people who want to CONTRIBUTE TO YOUR ORGANIZATION WITHOUT GETTING ANY OF THE CREDIT.

Steer clear of “trophy” board members who only want to pad their community service resume and who lack quality time to devote to “their” organization. 

3. Develop employee CONTRIBUTIONS descriptions.
Job descriptions pigeonhole employees by limiting what contributions they are allowed to make.  Contributions descriptions empower employees to utilize their full range of capacities, not just those prescribed by the job description.  

4. REMOVE the lid on conflict.
Conflict is constructive when it forces the board to confront reality rather than maintain a façade of harmony.  Better than anything else, conflict forces an organization to examine its mission, vision, goals, ideals, relationships, and leadership. Board members have a lot more to fear from organizational mediocrity than from conflict.  

5. Be INTERACTIVE decisive decision-makers.
How much do you know about the innermost “core” values of other board members:  their ideals, values, competencies, professional experience, motivations, level of enthusiasm, and time commitments?  The best way to know one another is to communicate, communicate, communicate during decision-making sessions.

6. Include employees in decision-making.
People who don’t participate in making decisions that affect them aren’t likely to enthusiastically support and implement these decisions.

7. Too much momentum can cause train wrecks.
Hurried meetings →  Hurried decisions →  Botched service to clients

8. CAREFULLY HARNESS the professional experience & expertise of board members. 

Your professional expertise is shaped in large part by the values and priorities of the organization you pursue your career in. The danger of using the professional expertise of board members in a service organization is that they may transfer “foreign” values from their career organization into the service organization.  For example:  Transferring the competitive, profit-making motives of a corporation into a nonprofit community service organization; or implementing decisions in a heavy-handed authoritarian manner characteristic of organizations with non-participative competitive cultures.

9. Pursuing IDEALS over goals.
Goals come and go, evolving and mutating over time.  By contrast, ideals are permanent, consistent, and come from within us (in contrast to goals externally imposed by the organization).  Goals not rooted in ideals can easily damage organizations—especially idealistic service organizations and their volunteers.

10. Spend more time ASKING questions at meetings than answering them.
Our culture is so obsessed with instant results, we focus on “right answers” over right questions.  In the absence of the right questions, right answers are hard to come by.
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