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Excellence in Community Engagement and Leadership  (EXCEL) 





• Consulting: HR, finance, IT, data/Salesforce development, fundraising/grant 
advising, volunteer management, planning, boards & other management topics

• Sustained support: IT managed services, Salesforce, finance, and HR 
• Next Level action-learning program for BIPOC CBOs 
• Leadership development, coaching, executive advisors, convenings, and trainings
• Robust online resources, searchable databases. and best practice information
• Executive Service Corps volunteer program for professionals
• Washington Gives fundraising platform, including two annual events  -

GivingTuesday and GiveBIG
• Free Nonprofit Advisory Services
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2000 nonprofits a year 

At 501 Commons we serve nonprofits as experts, innovators, and partners. Our passion 
is to amplify the strengths of nonprofits—so ALL people and communities flourish.



Agenda
4

 Lay the foundation: Purpose of the 
board

 Build the supporting structure: 
Relationship with the ED 

 Put on the roof: Board processes 

 Bring in right people: Recruitment 
and membership 



Laying the Foundation 
Purpose & Responsibilities 

Part 1



What is the purpose of a board?

governs

supports



What does a board do?

• Strategic thinking
• Financial and 

legal oversight
• Board

self-management

Govern

• Ambassador to 
community

• Raise funds
• Bring connections
• Advise executive

Support
Individual memberBoard as a whole



Who is the board accountable to? 

Accountability breeds respons-ability 

-Jenny Garrett



Board represents the community

Why do 
we exist?

What do we do 
and how do we 
accomplish it?

How will we 
know if we are 
succeeding?

Understand the 
community need
the organization 
exists to address

Determine how 
the organization 
will respond to 
that need

Specify the end 
result the board 
is asking the 
executive to 
achieve

These questions are the foundational work of the board 



Executive

BoardGovernGovern

ManageManage

Customers/clients/beneficiariesCustomers/clients/beneficiaries

CommunityCommunity

StaffStaff

Governance role: 
Board member   
steps forward to 
represent the 
community

Governance role: 
Board member   
steps forward to 
represent the 
community

Support role: 
represent the 
organization 
to the 
community  



Avoid 
confusing 
roles –
especially if 
there is no 
executive 

The board hat vs. the volunteer hat



10 Basic Responsibilities
of Nonprofit Boards

1 Determine mission/ purpose & 
advocate for them

2 Select executive and define 
responsibilities

3 Support and assess the 
executive



10 Basic Responsibilities
of Nonprofit Boards

4 Establish an effective 
organizational plan

5 Monitor and strengthen
programs and services

6 Ensure adequate resources to 
fulfill mission



10 Basic Responsibilities
of Nonprofit Boards

7 Protect assets and provide
financial oversight

8
9 Ensure legal and ethical 

integrity and accountability

10 Enhance public standing & 
garner public support

Build and sustain a competent 
board



Part 2

Build the Supporting Structure: 
Relationship with the ED



As it governs & supports, how does 
the board work with the executive? 

governance

support



That’s your 
responsibility!

Now you
tell me

The way board members sometimes see themselves and the executive  

We’re in 
charge!

Relationship with the Executive

Board is in charge of everything Executive is responsible for everything 



Partnership: Not Hierarchy

Board 
focuses on 

the END 
result

Executive 
focuses on 
MEANS to 
achieving 

those ends



How the Board directs the Executive

1 Develop a position description

Allow executive to choose means 
to attain result 

Clearly state desired end results2
3
4 Communicate limitations

5 Evaluate performance based on end 
results and compliance w/limitations



Board as the coach: “Get to end 
zone and score but stay 
inbounds”

 Identify the end results you 
want 

 Identify the limitations: things 
we have told you to do or not 
to do

 Allow the executive the 
freedom to respond to 
situations ‘on the field’

END ZONE

Create a safe zone so the leader can 
be successful





Part  3

Put on the Roof: Board Processes



 Discuss and clarify ends regularly
 Discuss the long-term, not just current issues
 Set up opportunities to listen to the community 

and learn about community needs
 Have written board policies that define the 

expectations of the board and the executive
 Conduct an annual board assessment 

Recommended Practices 



What is in Board Policies?

 Board member position description

 Statement of expectations / code of conduct

 Operating norms 

 IRS policy requirements: conflict of interests, whistleblower, 
document retention

 Expectations of the executive



Tools to Manage Board Work

 Consent agenda (items reviewed in advance and approved at the 
top of the meeting without discussion)

 Board work plan

 Annual board self-evaluation

 Board manual



Legal and Regulatory Issues 

• Maintain nonprofit status with the state and IRS

• Follow charitable solicitation rules 

• Legal advice:  

• Appropriate attorney 

• Not an attorney on your board 

• Communities Rise 



Financial Oversight

 Not just looking at budget to actuals report 
 Understanding the organization’s business model, sources of 

revenue, and major expense areas
 Make sure the board knows how to read and analyze your 

financials, specifically noting: 
 Revenue is recognized when pledge is made or grant is awarded, 

not when the money comes in
 Trends over 2-3 years 

 Need to forecast and manage cash flow
 Use benchmarks and goals to focus financial performance
 Set a target for reserves of at least 2 months of expenses



Understand the Limits on Your Authority

 Only direct the organization through the executive – do not 
direct other staff 

 Board has authority only as a group that has made/approved 
a motion

 No board member has individual authority 

 A comment by one board member or a conversation with no 
motion approved does not direct the executive



DURING 
THE MEETING

BOARD DISCUSSION BOARD DECISION

Speak with one voice

AFTER
THE MEETING



Role of the Chair 

 Ensure that all individual and collective responsibilities are 
being fulfilled and that the board is an asset to the 
organization
 May delegate parts to other officers or committees
 Be explicit that the executive is expected to inform the board 

when, in their view, the board is not doing its job 

 Manage the meetings so that everyone participates, access 
to participation is just, and all present are treated with 
courtesy and respect 

 Enforce expectations



Serve as an Ambassador 

 The board’s fundraising, advocacy, and ambassador role 

 Focusing the board on high return fundraising 

 “Friend-raising” vs. soliciting funding 



Making it Work: Theory to Practice

Board best practices document on 501commons.org

 Sample policies

 Sample evaluation 

 Position descriptions for board members and officers  

 And more….





Part 4

Invite the right people in



Prepare the Ground 

 Be clear about end results

Know your impact - tell compelling stories 

Communicate a clear structure and role for the board



Finding the right people .  . .

 Do not focus solely on professional skills
 You want members who can… 
 Work well as a member of a group 
 Have a willingness to act to bring in resources 
 Represent the community

 Cultivate affinity groups, professional associations, and grassroots 
networks

 Prioritize relationship-building over time vs. recruiting to fill a seat
 Be intentional about creating a welcoming culture



Remember - being on a board is a team sport! 



Additional Resources 

http://www.501commons.org/resources/tools-
and-best-practices/boards-governance


