
Board room

Reciprocal Board Agreements: 
What Do Board Members Give? 

What Do They Receive in Return?
it’s vital to spell out what board members can expect in return for what they give.

By Andy Robinson

A Message to You 
as a Board Member:

At one time or another, if you’re 
like me, you’ve probably taken a 
new job without having a complete 
picture of your responsibilities—in 
other words, without seeing a job 
description first. Undoubtedly you 
encountered workplace surprises, 
not all of them pleasant. You may 
have wished you’d had a better un-
derstanding of the work before you 
accepted the post.

Board service is a job, too. Like 

any job, it has specific require-
ments and responsibilities. As a 
board member, you don’t expect to 
be paid, but you have the right to 
expect other forms of compensa-
tion: a sense of fulfillment, the op-
portunity to learn new skills, and 

the privilege of being part of an 
effective team. You might even be 
invited to cool parties. 

Nearly all successful boards have 
some sort of “job description” or 
“board agreement” or “board con-
tract.” Nearly all of them describe, 
at some level of detail, what’s ex-
pected from the board member. 
Far too few are reciprocal, spelling 
out what you, as a board member, 
can expect in return. 

What do you need to do the job?
If you’ve ever tried to complete 

a task without the right tool—we 
could be talking about cooking or 
carpentry or operating your com-
puter—you’ve undoubtedly felt 
frustrated. In the same way, your 
service as a board member can be 
frustrating if you lack the tools you 
need to do the job effectively.

An example: By joining the 
board, you’ve accepted fiduciary 
responsibility for your organiza-
tion, which means you and your 
fellow trustees must ensure its fi-
nancial health and integrity. But 
what if you don’t really understand 
the financial statements distrib-
uted at each board meeting? (This 
may be embarrassing to admit, but 
believe me, you’re not alone.) The 
missing “tool,” in this case, is the 
ability to interpret the numbers 

and evaluate their implications.
As a board member, you can’t do 

your work without adequate train-
ing and support. Any meaningful 
job description must itemize your 
needs and how those needs will be 
addressed:

As you can see, this approach 
provides fewer opportunities for 
misunderstanding, because the 
specifics are covered in enough 

As a board member, you 
don’t expect to be paid, 
but you have the right 

to expect other forms of 
compensation.

If you build it, 
you own it.
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continued on page 20

Board member responsibilities

I accept fiduciary responsibil-
ity for the organization and will 
oversee its financial health and 
integrity.

What board members 
can expect in return

I expect timely, accurate, and 
complete financial statements to 
be distributed at least quarterly, 
one week in advance of the rele-
vant board meeting. I also expect 
to be trained to read and interpret 
these financial statements.
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What board members provide

1. I will give my best effort to “hit the ground run-
ning” when beginning my service with the board.

2. I will learn about the organization’s mission and 
programs, and be able to describe them accurately. 

3. I understand that the board meets ___ times per 
year, plus one annual full-day retreat. I will do my 
best to attend each meeting, with the understand-
ing that three consecutive unexcused absences will 
be considered resignation from the board.

4. I accept fiduciary responsibility for the organiza-
tion and will oversee its financial health and integ-
rity.

5. I will provide oversight to ensure that our pro-
grams run effectively.

6. I accept ethical responsibility and will help to 
hold fellow board members and the executive direc-
tor (and, by extension, the full staff) to professional 
standards. 

7. I will serve as an ambassador to the community 
to educate others and promote our work.

8. I commit to increasing my skills as a board mem-
ber. 

9. I will participate in fundraising to ensure that our 
organization has the resources it needs to meet its 
mission. I commit to making a personal donation; 
our organization will be one of the top three chari-
ties I support each year that I am on the board.

10. I will evaluate the performance of the executive 
director.
 

What board members can expect in return

1. The organization will provide me with a full ori-
entation, including background information on 
work accomplished to date.

2. The organization will provide me with relevant 
materials and education.

3. I expect that board meetings will be well run and 
productive, with a focus on decision-making and 
not merely reporting. I understand that agendas 
will be distributed at least one week in advance. If 
I wish to add items to the agenda, I will contact the 
chair at least two weeks in advance.

4. I expect timely, accurate, and complete financial 
statements to be distributed at least quarterly, one 
week in advance of the relevant board meeting. I 
also expect to be trained to read and interpret these 
financial statements.

5. I expect monthly reports from the executive di-
rector, program updates, press clippings, etc.

6. The organization will provide me with relevant 
training.

7. I will need materials and may need training (pub-
lic speaking, etc.) to do this job effectively.

8. The organization will provide me with appropri-
ate training and support.

9. I will be able to choose from a range of fundrais-
ing activities, and I expect relevant training and 
support to help me fulfill my obligations. I will have 
the option of fulfilling my personal pledge in month-
ly or quarterly installments, if I so choose.

10. This evaluation will be based on goals developed 
jointly by the board and the E.D.

figure 1. Sample board job description

Board chair signature_____________________________________ Date___________________________

Board member signature__________________________________ Date___________________________

Far too few board agreements are reciprocal, 
spelling out what you, as a board member, can 

expect in return.
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detail to make everything explicit. 
Here’s another example that cov-
ers meeting attendance:

A Message to the Board 
as a Whole:

Boards are sometimes reluctant 
to create reciprocal agreements 
for fear of scaring away potential 
board members. In my experience, 
the opposite happens. A clear, con-
cise board agreement is attractive. 
Prospective trustees review the 
document and say to themselves, 
“Wow, this group is organized. It’s 
impressive how they’ve thought 
through this stuff. I bet this is a 
great board.” And you know what? 
It probably is. 

the gift of time: 
How much is enough?

Perhaps board members’ most im-
portant contribution is their gift of 
time. Given their families, jobs, com-
mutes, and social obligations, per-
sonal time is a shrinking resource, 
which makes it ever more precious.

It’s unfortunate that so few 
boards have explicit guidelines 
about the time commitment in-
volved. Many trustees assume that 
if they attend all board meetings, 
they’ve fulfilled their obligations. 
There’s no discussion about pre-
paring for meetings, working on 
committees, participating in or-
ganizational events, raising funds, 

and other tasks that spring up over 
the course of the calendar. 

Since nonprofit needs are wildly 
different, I’m wary about estimat-
ing the number of hours required. 
At one end of the spectrum, I know 
committed board members who in-
vest 40 hours per month or more. 
At the other end are trustees who 
carefully choose their commit-
ments—and these individuals can 
be very effective in their self-limit-
ed role. Overall, the typical board 
member probably contributes five 
to 10 hours per month. 

What’s the right number for your 
group? Put this item on the agenda 
and have a frank discussion. You 
could also check with peer non-
profits. Do they have explicit time 
requirements or benchmarks for 
their trustees?

Even if you ultimately “decide 
not to decide,” the conversation 
will clarify what people want and 
expect from each other—and from 
their service on the board.

Will the agreement 
fit into your culture?

Perhaps you’re thinking, “Boy, 
this seems so formal. Our group 
is much more relaxed. If we set 
specific rules—and hold people to 
them—it’s going to feel a lot differ-
ent around here.”

You’re right: it will feel differ-
ent: less confusion, fewer unspo-
ken assumptions, more account-
ability. However, informality and 
clear expectations aren’t mutually 
exclusive. If you work it right—for 
example, creating an explicit job 
description, but also reserving time 
in your meetings for food, stories, 
and celebrating the mission—you 

can have both.
You’ll find that a clearly drawn 

board agreement is helpful in many 
ways:

• It sets common expectations 
and levels the playing field among 
board members.

• It provides a basis for evalu-
ating individual trustees and the 
board as a whole.

• It can serve as a pry bar to gently 
remove ineffective board members 
who aren’t meeting their collective-
ly agreed-upon responsibilities.

• It’s a great tool for recruiting 
new board members.

A sample board job description 
can be found in Figure 1. Use it as a 
template, not a mandate. Play with 
the model and adapt it to suit your 
needs. Perhaps you can make the 
language less formal but still define 
everyone’s shared responsibilities.

Use this document as an oppor-
tunity to discuss what you expect 
of each other. The more you de-
bate and revise it, the greater your 
sense of ownership. If you build it, 
you own it. 

Andy robinson (www.andyrobin 
sononline.com) is a trainer and con-
sultant based in Plainfield, Vermont. 
This article is adapted from his book 
Great Boards for Small Groups, avail-
able from Emerson & Church (www.
emersonandchurch.com).

Many trustees assume 
that if they attend all 

board meetings, they’ve 
fulfilled their obligations.
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Board member responsibilities

I understand that the board 
meets six times per year, plus one 
annual full-day retreat. I will do 
my best to attend each meeting, 
with the understanding that three 
consecutive unexcused absences 
will be considered resignation 
from the board.

What board members 
can expect in return

I expect that board meetings 
will be well run and productive, 
with a focus on decision-making 
rather than just reporting. I un-
derstand that agendas will be dis-
tributed at least one week in ad-
vance. If I wish to add items to the 
agenda, I will contact the chair at 
least two weeks in advance.


