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  Preface

  In 1994 I wrote Doing Good Better with my friend, Dr. Chester Raber. In 2000 I wrote Common Sense for Board Members. In Doing Good Even Better: How to be an Effective Board Member of a Nonprofit Organization I have brought the best of those earlier books together, and I’ve added what I have learned along the way since then.

  Doing Good Even Better gives directors technical and tactical suggestions to increase their board-service effectiveness. I believe that one’s attitude is as important as one’s actions. Serving on a nonprofit board is:

  •   Duty—“To whom much has been given, much shall be required.” It is a privilege to help others.

  •   Spontaneous—Act “as the spirit moves,” and also with planning and practicing.

  •   An art form—Like playing jazz, as well as operating by the formulas that work.

  •   Idealistic, and down-to-earth practical.

  •   Giving and receiving in the spirit of St. Francis of Assisi who said, “It is in giving that we receive.”

  •   Dead serious, and fun, most of the time.

  One more thing. I am frequently asked, Do your suggestions and strategies for serving on a nonprofit board also apply to working in one’s local church? Many nonprofit leaders are also congregational leaders, and most local churches face governance issues. Doing Good Even Better is directed to nonprofit organizations. On the other hand, much of what I say here also applies to congregations—with some adaptations.

  

  Never think someone is losing time by stopping to sharpen his axe.

  —Abraham Lincoln


  PART I

  Doing Good Even Better Begins with People

  Nonprofit organizations are about people. People own them—for a purpose. People, with all their gifts and foibles, run them. Organizations do not run themselves. They are not run by something mysterious or extraterrestrial. Organizations are people work.

  It follows logically that organizations are only as great as the people who are involved in them. They depend upon the synergy that results from the interaction of people who are reasonably of the same mind.

  Remember that directors serve in a fiduciary capacity. They do not own; they hold in trust. The tangible and intangible assets of the organization are entrusted to the board for one purpose—to fulfill the purpose for which the organization exists.

  Part I begins, therefore, by focusing on people—who should serve on a nonprofit board. I follow that by addressing how they should do their work, through program and procedures.

  

  

  “Apart from people, an organization is only a shell. It knows nothing. It can do nothing. What an organization is capable of doing resides in the abilities of the people who run it.”

  – page 14


  CHAPTER 1

  Organizational Greatness Begins with People

  In his highly acclaimed book Good to Great, Jim Collins suggests that the formula for organizational greatness is A.) getting the right persons on the bus, B.) getting the wrong persons off the bus, and C.) positioning them on the bus for maximum effectiveness. A clear, if not an easy, formula to achieve.

  Would-be members of a great board must meet a three-fold test:

  •   Personal qualifications

  Is the potential director compatible with the organization’s values and culture? Has s/he demonstrated genuine interest in its cause or similar causes? Is s/he self-aware and at peace with her-/himself and able to participate constructively in a group process while retaining independence of thought? Is her/his lifestyle in harmony with the organization?

  Beware of someone who brings her/his own agenda, who is interested in the task for all the wrong reasons. Beware of Lone Ranger directors. Board work is a team sport.

  •   Proven competencies

  What does the potential director know? What is s/he capable of doing? Do the demonstrated competencies of the board members encompass the entirety of the board’s tasks?

  Apart from people, an organization is only a shell. It knows nothing. It can do nothing. What an organization is capable of doing resides in the abilities of the people who run it. Some skills can be hired in, but a board must have in its ranks persons who understand the big picture well enough to give direction to the total effort. Directorship is first and foremost about mature insight and proven judgment, and only secondarily about honors or prestige.

  •   Representative

  Does the prospective director represent the membership? A good nonprofit board has a mix of women and men, young and old, ethnicities, and the professions. Avoid being another old-boys club made up of gray-haired, white Protestant males. When your members review their board roster they should say, They represent me. I have confidence in them. This is especially important for nonprofits whose primary support comes from public appeals.

  These three dimensions must be balanced according to the present circumstances when a board vacancy occurs. The need for a treasurer, for example, may be so urgent that other qualifications are put into secondary importance, but the ideal is always a board with a balanced representation of these three qualifications.

  Assembling a great board begins with three things:

  1.      Identifying persons who meet all three of the qualifications stated above. Start by drawing up a wish list of persons, whether they’re known to be available or not. Then trim to a short list based on “fit.” An alert Board Service Committee always has a list of prospects in reserve for such an occasion.

  2.      Knowing well whom you are inviting. Vet before you invite. Unless the individual is very well known by members of the Board Service Committee, it is necessary to have at least one personal interview. It is advisable to get references—perhaps including a police report or a credit rating. Boards should never find themselves in a position where they are so desperate to fill a board vacancy that they proposition someone before they are adequately acquainted with the individual. A board can readily terminate a CEO, but dislodging a seated director is difficult and can be messy.

  
    When I ask the right person, at the right time, in the right way, I stand a good chance of getting the desired reply.

  

  3.      Asking. Once the board has made its selection, how does it go about propositioning the candidate in such a way as to get an affirmative response? This is all an academic exercise until the candidate has confirmed acceptance. I find that when I ask the right person, at the right time, in the right way, I stand a good chance of getting the desired reply. In truth, I do not get many declinations, not because I am so persuasive, but because I am very selective in whom I ask, when, and how.

  Timing the invitation

  Do not ask someone who is about to have surgery or who has just had a major job change. Do not ask a CPA to become your treasurer during the tax season. Timing the invitation can make all the difference.

  Consider carefully how you ask

  Do not be overly casual. Give the invitation the air of importance it deserves. When I prepare to make a major request I do it in person, always in person. Not by telephone and never by e-mail. In some cases I do it over a meal or at least a cup of coffee. Some deals, I am told, get consummated on the golf course. Do whatever works for you, but give careful consideration to how the invitation is made. Set the stage for the affirmative answer you want.

  Finally, consider who should ask

  I was present in a meeting recently where one member volunteered, “Permit me—he owes me big time!” He was deputized and got his trophy. Quid pro quo works. If you have a really big candidate in mind, have your Chair do the asking. That communicates the importance you want to convey.

  One more suggestion. Don’t dumb down the position, hoping to improve your chances of acceptance. That only sets the stage for a lukewarm director. Big people respond to big challenges. Small bait attracts little fish.

  Follow-up your invitation with a letter summarizing the proposition and reiterating the invitation. Do it before the candidate has had an opportunity to reply. Keep the momentum moving in your favor.

  Best wishes. Once you have great people on board, you are ready to do great things.


  CHAPTER 2

  Growing Great Directors

  Asuccessful nonprofit executive with whom I was privileged to work was fond of saying, “You take people for what they can do, and then supplement them (not criticize them) for what they are incapable of doing.”

  Effective organizations should make every effort to attract the best talent available to their boards. While some directors come ready-made, most are a work-in-progress. Nonprofits take directors as they are and then help them grow into all they can become.

  I would rather have a board of inexperienced directors who are eager to work and learn, than a roster of “professional” directors who are interested primarily in the prestige of the office, and who sometimes come with baggage that is not helpful.

  Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter’s service to Habitat For Humanity International illustrates the value of a prestigious director. Bear in mind, however, that the Carters’ value to Habitat resides in their authenticity. They come to build houses, not for a photo opportunity or to fatten their resumes.

  Every board should have the personal growth of its directors as one of its conscious objectives. Departing directors should leave with new and better developed skills.

  The benefits flow in both directions—directors become bigger, better people. It is their reward for having served. At the same time, highly qualified directors help the organization to become more effective.

  Directors learn by doing

  Call it in-service training. A director may be at mid-life, but a rookie where board directorship is concerned. Board service is an opportunity to develop new skills that may have application in other settings.

  Directors learn by observing and interacting with others

  But that happens only when directors make learning a conscious objective. Board service provides opportunities for directors to associate with and to observe successful people whom they might otherwise never meet, much less interact with. It permits them to see firsthand how others address issues and face problems. Board service is rich with networking opportunities. It can be tuition-free education. My life has been immeasurably enriched by what I have learned from fellow directors.

  Directors learn by reading

  Boards should periodically reward directors with a personal copy of a well-chosen book or magazine article. My reading list and thought life is continually being enriched by tips I pick up while associating with fellow directors.

  Directors learn by moving around in a bigger world

  Board service may at points take us outside our comfort zones, but that is where growth happens. Directors should visit project sites and interact with project leaders and participants. Boards should take field trips on occasion. For international organizations, this should include travel to foreign locations. Habitat for Humanity International conducts at least one board meeting in an overseas setting every two years. It helps directors make more informed decisions.

  
    Every board should have the personal growth of its directors as one of its conscious objectives.

  

  Bear in mind, however, that jetting a planeload of directors into the heart of Africa, or arranging for directors to spend an overnight in Harlem, unless accompanied by some advance reading and preparation, may be little more than water off a duck’s back. As stated poignantly by John Erskine: “The body travels more easily than the mind, and until we have limbered up our imaginations, we continue to think as though we had stayed home. We have not really budged a step until we have taken up residence in someone else’s point of view.”

  Directors learn from their mistakes

  Mediocre boards try to hide their mistakes or explain them away. Effective boards own their mistakes and seek to learn from them. This requires that boards have an effective evaluation procedure in place by which mistakes (and successes) can be identified.

  Directors learn through orientation

  Good orientation is, without a doubt, a board’s best training opportunity. Orientation can be an acceleration lane to effective board service. Never again will directors be so impressionable. Board tenure is limited, and unless efforts are made to move directors through the introductory stage quickly, they find themselves at mid-term before they are able to contribute significantly. Orientation is the ideal time to influence organizational culture—to purge the undesirable and replace it with what you seek to build.

  New directors should be supplied with a packet of materials which includes a board roster, a copy of the bylaws, and recent annual reports. During new-members’ orientation they should be made aware of and encouraged to spend some time with the minute book and policy manual. There should be ample time for free-flowing questions and answers. Many boards include a well-selected book on board service in their orientation packet.

  Freshman directors should be respectful of all that has gone before, but they should not be intimidated. From their first day on the job, their votes count for as much as the most senior director. Freshmen, in all their innocence, sometimes ask questions seniors are no longer asking. That may lead the board to do some things which senior directors had concluded were impossible. Freshmen have a unique role to play. They see with fresh eyes.

  The benefits of director growth are reciprocal. Directors discover and develop new skills while the quality of board work increases, with the benefits radiating throughout the entire organization. Being part of a learning organization transforms what might otherwise be a mundane activity into one that is throbbing with excitement. That is board service at its best.


  CHAPTER 3

  Helping Directors Become Great Leaders

  When boards do what comes naturally, they preserve and maintain. That has its place, but that is not a board’s highest purpose. Boards exist to create, to explore, and to lead. Their concentration is equally on what does not yet exist, while keeping an eye on what is.

  “Lead, follow, or get out of the way,” says a bumper sticker. The world waits to be well led. In all endeavors—corporations, athletic teams, congregations or orchestras—leadership is key.

  Leadership is filled with intangibles and ambiguities, and yet there are some universal principles that characterize great leadership.

  1.      Leadership is about leading people. Unlike technicians who master their trades, leaders specialize in giving direction to and motivating people. Great leaders are not those who are able to do the work of two or even 10, but are those who are able to lead an effort involving thousands. The capacity to lead people is among the most sought-after and rewarded human ability.

  2.      The first responsibility of a leader, says Max DePree, is to define reality. Leaders accept the present as their starting point. Rudy Giuliani was elected mayor of New York when it was said to be an unmanageable city. He did not have the luxury of imagining New York as some idyllic middle-class suburb. He accepted New York as it was and proceeded to rehabilitate it with visible results.

  3.      The best leaders are service-, not power-driven. Leaders by definition have power, but they are most effective when they use it to empower others. Tom Peters in his book Fast Company states, “Great leaders don’t create followers; they create more leaders.”

  
    A leader simply cannot be lethargic or pessimistic. That would be a contradiction.

  

  4.      Great leaders have high intellectual and physical energy that comes from passion, vision, and an optimistic spirit. A leader simply cannot be lethargic or pessimistic. That would be a contradiction. Good leaders are able to see and believe in things before they exist.

  5.      Leadership is, by definition, about affecting change. To maintain, on the other hand, is to want to stay put. Making change successfully is a leader’s greatest challenge.

  6.      Great leaders are risk-takers. Leadership involves navigating where there is no map, and sometimes not even a road. It involves putting trust in people before they have proven themselves. Robert Kennedy enjoyed quoting George Bernard Shaw who said, “. . . some men see things as they are and say why. I dream things that never were and say, Why not?”

  7.      Leaders must be well matched to their tasks. Even a strong leader fails when placed in a role that is not suited to him/her. A large, established nonprofit requires different leadership skills than an infant organization. Managing a used-clothing store requires different skills than managing a high-end jewelry store.

  8.      Great leaders engender trust. They are themselves worthy of trust. This requires them to be transparent and, to quote Jack Welsh in Winning, to “have not one iota of fakiness.” People will not follow, nor will they put out, for someone they do not trust. Where there is no trust, there can be no effective leadership. Trust is earned over time; it cannot be conferred or demanded.

  For leadership to happen, there must be followers. Followers can make or break the leader. As there are leaders who don’t lead, there are followers who don’t follow, or who make leadership difficult, even impossible. Followership, like leadership, must be learned. Good followership is not synonymous with following blindly. Good leaders do not demand that. A successful leader once told me, “The best subordinate is not one who always agrees with me . . . surely not one who always disagrees with me . . . but one who gives me the confidence that together we will not err.”

  Is leadership learned, or are some born with it? In truth, leadership is both. Mature leaders do not suddenly appear out of nowhere. Some have more natural ability than others do, but in the end, leadership skill, like swimming, cannot be learned by reading about it. It is learned by doing. As seen in such giants as Winston Churchill, great leaders are formed as they perform their roles in the face of great challenges.

  When selecting a leader, beware of someone who:

  •   Is quick to flaunt power and to take privilege for him/herself.

  •   Resorts to intimidation and manipulation.

  •   Is superficial.

  •   Is arrogant and personally ambitious.

  President Woodrow Wilson once said, “Every man who assumes office in Washington either grows or swells.” The same could be said of nonprofits. They are served best by servanthood leadership. Servant leaders are motivated not by power nor prestige, but by genuinely putting the interests of others and the cause ahead of themselves. By enabling rather than enforcing. Such is the leadership that people follow willingly and with good results.

  No one said it better than the master teacher when instructing his disciples: “Whoever wants to be first must be last and servant of all.”


  CHAPTER 4

  Making Room for Greatness

  Some boards are so locked into inept, unmotivated directors—and into bad habits—that they become almost totally dysfunctional. I hesitate to address such a negative topic so early in what is basically a positive book. But it is sometimes necessary to eliminate negatives before it is possible to build on positives.
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