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It was a year ago that my friend 
Charlotte was interviewed for 
the CEO position at a nonprofit. 

At that time we discussed the  
questions she should ask during 
her interview, and those questions  
were published in Nonprofit World  
(Volume 25, No. 3). Incidentally, 
she was offered the job and turned 
it down. Now Charlotte has been 
asked to serve on the board of  
a nonprofit: It’s a medium-sized  
organization with a CEO, staff, and 
committed and energetic board.

Charlotte is a busy woman, active 
not only in her professional and 
family life but also as a volunteer 
with a number of nonprofit organi-
zations in the area. She wonders 
about accepting the invitation to 
join the board. In particular she 
wonders what makes board work 
different from the volunteer work 
she already does. So once again 
she and I reviewed some helpful 
questions. This time we focused on 
what to ask board members when 
she meets with them to discuss the 
possibility of joining their board. 

Here’s the list, along with commen-
tary drawn from the perspective of 
John Carver’s Policy Governance® 
model.1

1. Without telling me what the 
organization does, describe the 
impact it has. What’s different, for 
which consumers, because of the 
organization? What are the high-
est priority impacts?

Readers familiar with Policy 
Governance will recognize the “ends 
concept” in this question.2 Since 
organizations are formed with the 
purpose of making a designated 
difference for designated target 
populations with a designated prior-
ity, it’s useful to know if the board 

has actually identified what that 
purpose is. It’s extraordinary that 
many organizations have no clearly 
stated answers to this question.

2. Why do you want me to join 
the board? What skills am I being 
asked to contribute?

In the case of very small organi-
zations without a CEO, it’s usual 
for board members to be expected 
to do staff-like work: It’s just a 
practical necessity. But in the case 
of an organization with a CEO, 
board members doing staff-like 
work confuses the issue of the 
CEO’s accountability for the orga-
nization’s success, unless that work 
is done at the request (and under 
the authority) of the CEO. If Char-
lotte is told that she’s being invited 
to be on the board because she’s so 
good at, for example, marketing or 
human-resource management, she 
would do well to wonder why the 
CEO isn’t responsible for those 
matters. Board members must have 
governance — not management — 
skills.

Ten  
Questions  
to Ask  

Every board member – and potential 
board member – should know the 
answers to these queries.
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3. Does the board see itself as 
accountable for being sure the  
organization’s work is done, or  
accountable for doing the work?

This question is closely related 
to question 2. Policy Governance 
boards know that when there’s a 
CEO position, the CEO is account-
able to the board for organizational 
success. If board members insert 
themselves into operations, they 
contaminate the results for which 
they need to hold the CEO  
accountable. So the board is  
accountable not for doing the work 
but for seeing to it that it’s done.

4. Does the board use any par-
ticular approach to governance? If 
so, what is it and where can I read 
about it?

It’s not unusual for a governing 
board to have an ad hoc approach 
to its own job. But although it’s 
common, it’s not a good idea.  
Having few rules or principles to 
follow can cause confusion, strife, 

wasted time, and under-perfor-
mance. Policy Governance boards 
know that their role is to be  
accountable for organizational suc-
cess, not for helping the staff or  
being involved in operational  
details, no matter how interesting 
or absorbing.

5. What has the board told the 
CEO he or she is accountable for 
accomplishing or doing? 

The board should understand 
that if the CEO is accountable to 
the board for meeting board expec-
tations, then it’s essential to be clear 
about what those expectations are. 
Policy Governance boards express 

these expectations as ends policies 
and executive limitations policies.3 
If board expectations are hard to 
find or incomplete, how does the 
CEO know what’s expected and on 
what he/she will be evaluated? And 
if the CEO isn’t sure what to  
accomplish, doesn’t this reduce 
the likelihood of that accomplish-
ment, and accordingly compromise 
the board’s ultimate accountability?

6. What does the board hold  
itself and its members accountable 
for accomplishing or doing? 

People join boards hoping to 
make a contribution, but many 
aren’t sure what that contribution 
should be. They’re uncertain what 
issues are for board discussion and 
what should be left to the CEO. 
They’re unclear about expectations 
for board-meeting attendance, prep-
aration for meetings, financial  
contributions, and the code of  
ethical conduct. If these issues 
aren’t clear, board members can 

The “one voice” principle 
requires that board  

members understand  
that they have no  

individual authority. 
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inadvertently behave in ways not 
conducive to good governance. In 
the absence of clear expectations, 
how do the board and individual 
members know what they’re  
supposed to do and on what they 
will be evaluated?

7. In board meetings, what pro-
portion of the board’s time is spent 
on (a) listening to and receiving 
reports, (b) approving staff propos-
als, and (c) learning about the  
future needs and challenges to which 
the organization must respond?

The answer to this question will 
help Charlotte decide if the board 
is a proactive decision-making 
body or one that simply reacts to 
staff and other initiatives. Leader-
ship at the board level is hard to 
accomplish if the board’s time is 
spent listening and reacting to  
stories about what has happened. 
Rather, the board should be taking 
a long-term perspective about what 
the organization will be accom-
plishing in the future.

8. As an individual board mem-
ber, will I have any authority  
over the organization? Does any  
individual board member have  
authority over the organization?

This is an important question. 
The governing board has a great 
deal of authority. Indeed, no one in 
the organization has authority that 
doesn’t come from the board. But 
the authority is owned by the 
board, not its members. In Policy 
Governance, the “one voice” prin-
ciple requires that board members 
understand that they have no indi-
vidual authority, and that the CEO 
works under the authority of the 
board, not its members. Individual 
board members who instruct the 
staff undermine the board’s authori-
ty and make it impossible to be 
clear about what constitutes an  
instruction as opposed to, say, an 
opinion. No board member, includ-
ing the chair or any other officer, 
should be permitted to instruct  
operations. 

9. Would I be a part of every  
decision made about the organiza-
tion’s CEO?

Joining a governing board means 
becoming part of a group that is 
morally and legally accountable for 
the organization’s success. It makes 
no sense to accept a share in this 
accountability if decisions are made 
in which a board member has no 
part. Boards with committees that 
evaluate the CEO (or decide on  
expectations for the CEO) have 
fragmented themselves badly. This 
fragmentation results in board 
members being accountable for  
decisions in which they made no 
contribution.

10. To whom is the board  
accountable?

Corporate boards are accountable 
to shareholders, who own the  
company. Trade association boards 
are accountable to members, who 
own the trade association. Who 
owns nonprofits? Policy Governance 
boards view nonprofits’ owners as 
populations defined by geography 
or interest. Ownership is an impor-
tant concept. Holding an ownership 
in mind prevents boards from  
making decisions in their own  
interests or in the interests of staff 
or even of current consumers. 
Community-based organizations 
must be governed in the interests 
of those in the community, not just 
those who currently require help 
or are employed in the organization. 
The ownership concept therefore 
prevents the board from viewing 
the organization as its possession 
and instead reinforces the trustee-
ship that is inherent in a board  
position. 

Board members know only too well 
that an agreement to serve on a 
board, while motivated by a desire 
to provide accountable direction 
and vision, can nonetheless lead to 
an experience that is an exercise 
in frustration, petty politics, and 

boredom. Thoughtful answers to 
these 10 questions will help Charlotte 
decide whether this board is worth 
her valuable time.

Footnotes
1Policy Governance is a board model that 

clearly differentiates between board and 
staff responsibilities.

2Ends are the required results, recipients, 
and worth produced by the organization. 
The board is responsible for the broad ends 
policies.

3Executive limitations policies describe 
the limits the board places on the staff’s 
available means. In other words, Policy 
Governance boards don’t tell staff members 
what they can do, only what practices are 
off limits. This shift in focus gives employ-
ees far more leeway in deciding the details 
of management than most other board  
models do.
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Miriam Carver (miriamcarver@carver 
governance.com) is a Policy Gover-
nance® consultant and author or 
co-author of three books, a series of 
monographs, and numerous articles. 
She is the executive co-editor of the 
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www.josseybass.com) and, together 
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governance.com).

Continue Your  
Governance Journey

For more on instituting Policy 
Governance and energizing 
your board, see these articles at 

www.snpo.org:

• Keys to Keeping Your Board 
on Track ( Vol. 16, No. 6)

• The Board’s Very Own Peter 
Principle (Vol. 16, No. 1)

• Improving Nonprofit Boards: 
What Works & What Doesn’t? 
(Vol. 15, No. 3)

• How Effective Is Your Board? 
A Rating Scale (Vol. 8, No. 5.)

• When Owners Are Custom-
ers (Vol. 10, No. 4)

• The CEO & the Renegade 
Board Member (Vol. 9, No. 6)

Also see Learning Institute 
programs on-line: Board Gover-
nance (www.snpo.org/li).

Board members must  
have governance — not 
management — skills.


