LEADERSHIP TULSA

Boardsmanship Basics:


How to pick the right board for you!
Although every board shares the same basic responsibilities for the organization, the day to day operations of a board and the roles of board members can vary enormously.  In order to choose a board experience that you will relish, you might consider the following items.
Mission & programs of the organization?

The most important factor in choosing a board is to ensure that the missions and programs of the organization are in line with your values and passions.

Financial stability of the organization?

Additionally, you should know before going into a board commitment the level of financial stability of the organization.   It is appropriate to ask for past financials and review some items such as: 1) Did the organization end its year with net income or a net loss?  2) What is the fundraising burden on the organization and how much of that is dependent on board efforts? 3) Does the organization depend on one particular source of funds for its existence and how secure is that funding?

What is the size of the board?
A very large board will tend to do most of its work at the committee level, with board meetings being focused more on reports and voting on recommendations.  Sometimes, the board level activities will feel like a rubber stamp.  To get the most out of a large board experience, you will probably want to get involved on a committee.  A smaller board, by contrast, can have a lot more meaty discussions at the board level.   However, committees won’t always be as well organized and board meetings will often tend to break down into detail work that could better be done at the committee level.   

What are the demographics of the board make-up?

The balance of men and women, ethnicities and industries represented on a board can do a lot to make you feel comfortable or uncomfortable.  It is appropriate to ask for a current board list before accepting an invitation to join the board.  
How many staff does the organization employ and in what capacity?

The more staff members employed by the organization, the more the work of filling the organization mission tends to accrue to the staff and not board members.  This is especially true when the work requires some special training or certification.   Boards of organizations that employ large staffs will tend to focus more on fundraising and fundraising events, policy-making and strategic planning.  In contrast, organizations that have fewer staff persons will rely on board committees to fulfill the mission and work of the organization.   These are often called “working boards.”   
What special talents and skills is the board looking for?

One of the best ways to ensure immediate and rewarding involvement in an organization is to look for an organization that is seeking someone with skills and talents that you already possess.   Likewise, if you have a desire to develop new skills and talents, volunteering for a non-profit organization can be a wonderful outlet for doing so.

Once you identify the board, now what?

The nominating committee is usually the entity responsible for presenting names of new board members to be elected by the membership.  Usually, people are asked onto boards because someone they already know, who is aware of their talents and interests, suggests their name to the nominating committee.   New board members are usually elected once a year at the annual meeting of the organization, but might also be elected mid-year to fill out unexpired terms of board members who have had to resign before their term was up.

The best way to bring yourself to the attention of a board you want to serve on is to treat it very much like a job search.   By networking with people you know you can probably quickly find a mutual link with existing board members of the organization.   It is then perfectly appropriate to make a call of inquiry to determine how and when they select new board members.  Sometimes it is also useful to serve on a committee for the organization before seeking a board position.  Alternatively, you can actually send an introductory letter and copy of your resume to the Executive Director or President of the organization.  In this way, you let them understand better your qualifications for the position and let them know that your inquiry is serious.   You might then follow-up with a phone call and a request to meet personally with the appropriate leadership.  

What if you realize that you have made a bad match?

Not every board match is a good one.  Sometimes meetings conflict with your schedule, the requirements of board members are more (or less) than you were expecting, or things in your life just change.   It is much better to address these situations head-on and without fear than to suffer in a position where you are neither contributing nor getting much out of the experience.    

If you have concerns that you still hope to get resolved, it is most appropriate to raise them in a private conversation with the board president or Executive Director.  The same is true if you decide to resign your position.  Sometimes, a board president or Executive Director will attempt to change your mind.  They will beg you to stay.  They will make rash promises.  This is not a good solution no matter how genuine their request seems.  By emphasizing your original reasons for making the decision and the fact that they will not lose your support in the community, you can often set their mind at ease.
You are not required to serve on a board forever.  Even if you have been the most hard-working effective board member ever for the organization, it is actually very healthy for the organization to have changes in leadership.  It gives the organization the opportunity to develop healthy succession plans, more contacts in the community, and more stakeholders for their mission.  

