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Board room

Five Steps to a 
Well-Balanced Board

Is your board following these essential steps?
By Mark L. Ryckman 
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Well-balanced, high-perform-
ing boards don’t happen by 
accident. They’re the result 

of careful planning. Check to see if 
you’re overlooking any of these five 
steps: 

1. Be sure board members under-
stand their role. They need to focus 
on setting strategic direction, estab-
lishing policy, providing fiduciary 
oversight, projecting a positive im-
age, and playing an active role in 
fundraising. Equally important, they 
must restrain themselves from over-

reaching into daily operations. The 
executive director and staff need 
latitude to implement board policy 
and manage administrative affairs.

2. Develop manageable board 
structures. Some boards, in an at-
tempt to be all-inclusive, continually 
expand their size and establish a 
multitude of committees. While in-
clusiveness is an admirable goal, and 
attempts should be made to repre-

sent stakeholder groups, too-large 
boards or too many committees are 
ineffective. Keeping the board to a 
manageable number and streamlin-
ing the committee system can free 
board time to focus on the issues of 
greatest concern.

3. Recruit to meet your needs.  
The nominating committee must 
analyze the board’s makeup and seek 
to fill areas of need. Is there an ap-
propriate mix between long-term 
members with experience and new 
members with fresh ideas? Does the 
board lack areas of expertise such as 
finance or human resource skills? Is 
there enough diversity? The nomi-

Some boards continually 
expand their size.
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nating committee needs to address these questions and 
recruit to fill any voids. A well-balanced board will pro-
vide creativity by drawing upon members’ diversified 
backgrounds.

4. Promote teamwork among board members. Find-
ing a comfort level among colleagues is crucial. It assures 
that discussions will be free-flowing and will generate 
creative ideas. You can build teamwork in workshops, 
retreats, and special events where board members can 
get to know one another without the pressure of address-
ing immediate business.

5. Provide time for self-reflection. At least once a year, 
board members should conduct self-evaluations to iden-
tify the board’s strengths and weaknesses. The evaluation 
process should be conducted in a way that doesn’t cast 
blame. Its purpose is to identify areas of board perfor-
mance that may need improvement. Although it’s easy 
to become absorbed in immediate issues, it’s vital for the 
board to take time to provide for its own development. 

Mark L. Ryckman (mryckman@stny.rr.com) is the city man-
ager of Corning, New York. He has extensive nonprofit board 
experience and has worked with numerous boards of direc-
tors on strategic planning, governance, board development, 
and fundraising. 

A well-balanced board will 
provide creativity.
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What’s Up Online?
To broaden online discussions on nonprofit topics, 

we’re expanding our Discussion Forum with a 
ListServe, provided by Yahoo Groups. To join, you 
can either click on the “Yahoo” button at:

http://www.snpo.org/social/ 
(free Yahoo login required)

or send a blank e-mail to:
snpo-subscribe@yahoogroups.com

If you have any questions, contact Jason Chmura 
at jchmura@snpo.org.

Too many committees are ineffective.

Your Board’s Golden Mean
Continue to keep your board in balance with these 

Nonprofit World articles (www.snpo.org/members):
•  How to Assess and Improve Your Board’s Perfor-

mance (Vol. 24, No. 1)
•  The Key to Building Productive Teams (Vol. 21, 

No. 4)
•  Defining Your Board’s Needs (Vol. 26, No. 1)
•  Look Beyond Tradition to Diversify Your Board 

(Vol. 22, No. 4)
•  Can Standing Committees Contribute to High-

Impact Governing? (Vol. 25, No. 2)
•  Five Golden Rules for Board-Exec Retreats (Vol. 

26, No. 1) 
•  How Your Board Members Can Raise Funds with-

out Asking for a Dime (Vol. 19, No. 6)
•  A Board Member Self-Assessment (Vol. 15, No. 

6)
Also see Learning Institute programs on-line: Board 

Governance (www.snpo.org/lino/catalog).


