LEADERSHIP TULSA

Boardsmanship Basics:


Board/Staff Relationships
Who’s on First?
Who is in charge of programs, the program director, or the program committee?  Who is in charge of finance, the bookkeeper or the treasurer?  Who is responsible for fundraising, the development director or the fundraising committee?   Who is ultimately in charge, the executive director or the Board President? The answers to these and other similar questions are highly complex in today’s non profit organization. 

A little background

Most non profits originated as great ideas implemented by volunteer associations.  The current organizational structure of a board president or chairman, officers, committee chairs and volunteer committees was established to fulfill the mission of these organizations in an all volunteer setting.   As organizations became more sophisticated, accessed highly regulated government and foundation dollars, and were otherwise held to higher professional standards it became common practice to hire an Executive Director.  Some non profit organizations have extensive paid professional staff.   Looking at the job descriptions, it might be very difficult to understand the roles and responsibilities of professional paid staff and the volunteer committees associated with the same organization. This complex organization structure sets up board/staff relationships to be confusing at best and competitive and destructive at worst.   How can you appropriately navigate this structure and ensure the healthy operation and oversight of the non profit organization with which you are involved?

Understanding the roles

The board of directors “owns” the organization on behalf of the community.  They are ultimately responsible for its success or failure.   The board of directors functions in primarily a strategic and policy making role.  When there is an executive director, his or her domain is primarily the operational and day-to-day running of the organization.  The following chart will give you a good idea of the distinctions.
	Board Member Responsibility 
	Chief Executive Responsibilities

	Determine organization’s mission and purpose.
	Be the public face and spokesperson for the organization.

	Select the chief executive.
	Hire and supervise all paid employees of the organization.

	Support the chief executive and review his/her performance.  Establish personnel policy and serve as a court of appeals.
	Implement organizational and personnel policy as approved by the board.

	Ensure effective organization planning.
	Implement the organization’s strategic plan.


	Ensure adequate resources and manage resources effectively.
	Develop and supervise the organization budget.  Look out for the bottom line.

	Determine and monitor the programs and services.
	Facilitate consensus building among the organization’s staff, board members, clients, donors and other stakeholders

	Enhance the organization’s public image. 
	Serve as chief recruiter of volunteer and financial resources.

	Assess the board performance, provide volunteer accountability, and ensure continuation of board governance through effective nominating process.
	Ensure that all applicable laws and regulations are adhered to.


What about Committee Work?
But wait a minute! What about all the work of committees? What about the highly sought after “working board?”  

Because non profits operate in an environment of limited resources, sometimes board members have to take off their strategic/policy-making hats and “get to work” on operational issues like raising money, hosting events, implementing communication plans, and even service delivery.   This is done through committee work.  While a board member is serving on a committee (often with other non-board volunteers) they no longer wear their board hat.  They are serving in a different functional role.

Basic Functional Roles

In order to operate effectively, organizations need not only great Leadership, but effective operations in several key functional areas.  These areas are 1) product development and service delivery, 2) marketing and communication, 3) finance and fundraising, and 4) operations (such as managing facilities).   These functions can be filled any number of ways -- through paid staff, independent contractors, outside consultants, volunteers or board committees.   

The basic non profit organization chart looks something like this:
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How these positions are filled (with staff, volunteers, or contractors) is entirely dependent on the size of the organization budget and the extent of its mission delivery system.   Sometimes the Executive Director will fill a couple of these functions and have support staff to help with others.   Active committees will assist in the work.   When staff and volunteers are operating in the same organization chart – who reports to whom?  
Reporting versus Collaborative Relationships

In a non profit organization all paid staff report to the Executive Director, all committee chairs report to the board president.    It is inappropriate for a board member to try to personally direct a staff member under the Executive Director.  The Executive Director is not the “boss” of the committee chairs.  They have to work together.   This works best when there is a clear understanding of the difference between reporting and collaborative relationships.

The Executive Director reports to the board as a whole, but works collaboratively with each committee chair (even when they are board members) to accomplish the mission and work of the organization.   The staff members report to the Executive Director, but they may also have to establish collaborative relationships with board members to accomplish work in their functional area.   Each committee chair reports to the board president, but may need to work collaboratively with staff to effectively manage their committee.   

Collaboration means partnership and partnership means negotiating expectations and roles.  Conflicts emerge when each partner has a differing view of the role of the other partner and harbors resentments in an environment of poor communication.   

Negotiating Roles and Responsibilities
There are a number of activities related to effective committee work.  Some of them include:
· Planning committee focus

· Recruiting members for the committee

· Delegating and assigning responsibilities

· Holding people accountable

· Setting meeting dates and broadcasting them

· Communicating effectively and keeping minutes

· Documenting the committees work

· Communicating with the board about committee progress

· Developing future leadership for the committee

There are also specific tasks that must be accomplished - raising money, making logistical arrangements, handling correspondence, overseeing volunteers . . . the list goes on.    There are no written rules that establish which tasks accrue to volunteers and which accrue to staff.  It is all subject to negotiation.   When roles and responsibilities are assumed instead of discussed, the environment is ripe for conflict.
Some practical hints for successful board/staff relationships
· Be clear on desired outcomes, establish priorities together and stick to plans whenever possible.

· Establish timelines and task lists early and discuss expectations openly.  Who will send out meeting notices?  Who will take minutes?   Who will be responsible for the cookies and drinks?   Assume nothing.

· Establish committee agendas together, with both parties adding items of relevance.   Try to understand what is of greatest concern to your partner and try to get their needs met.
· Have a monthly meeting between the Executive Director and Board President (or staff member and committee chair) to discuss the state of the organization and to head off any potential conflicts. 

· Don’t dump things on the other at the last minute.  Give plenty of lead time when making requests for information or assistance.  If something happens in your life that means you won’t be able to fulfill a commitment, give earliest possible notice so alternative manpower can be found. 
· Many hands make light loads.   Recruit sufficient manpower and delegate jobs where they will be most relished for optimum power.

· Staff members - practice flexibility and understand that just because roles were defined one way in one relationship, don’t assume the same break down will be effective in a new relationship.  Be willing to step up and give the assistance where that new committee chair or board president most needs the help.

· Board members – understand the staff is probably juggling requests from a number of other volunteers.  Things can’t always be dropped to give immediate attention.   

· When conflicts arise, refer up the “reporting” ladder for help resolving.  Staff members can appeal to the chief executive, board members can appeal to the board president.   

· Don’t go behind anyone’s back with criticisms, try to resolve conflicts directly.

· Give appreciation generously!

With these guidelines in mind, board/staff relationships can be highly rewarding partnerships that serve the greater good of our communities.







