THE BOARD ROOM

Improving Nonprofit Boards:
What Works and What Doesn’t?
You’ve read many articles on improving your board. But are such changes worth the effort?
Thanks to a new survey, we now have some answers.
BY JEFFREY L. BRUDNEY & VIC MURRAY
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• What changes in your board’s functioning did your organization attempt in the past three years?
• How successful were the changes in helping your board
function more effectively? And, ultimately, did your efforts
have any impact on the success of the organization as a
whole?
• Did the way you made changes affect your success? For
example, did it matter who started the process or whether
you used consultants or board models (such as John
Carver’s well–known model2)?
Our survey yielded some striking results. Clearly, nonprofit leaders have been reading the advice on improving boards—
and are doing something about it.
What are they doing, and is it working? And what do these
results mean for your organization? Here are some answers.
How Much Change Was Attempted?
Changes occur to boards all the time, simply as the result
of new members with different ideas. About 250 respondents
had experienced this kind of “incremental or evolutionary”
change. They became of interest as a comparison group.
But what of those who “intentionally and deliberately”
attempted to change their boards in some way? To our surprise, nearly 3/4 of our sample—72%—reported that they had
made a special effort at board reform.

Such a large amount of deliberate board change suggests
that nonprofit leaders are well aware of the literature on
improving boards. (Of course, there’s a good chance that the
“intentional changers” were more likely to respond to our
questionnaire; hence the sample was probably biased to some
unknown extent. For this reason the results reported here cannot be generalized to all nonprofit organizations.)
What Kinds of Changes Were Attempted?
First, we discovered that a conscious effort to improve the
board does result in change. Of the intentional changers, 65%
reported four or more changes––almost twice as many changes
as noted by the non–intentional group. The most common
types of intentional changes were as follows:
• The largest number (69%) of the intentional group reported changes in board responsibilities—for example, what
issues the board spends time on.
• Many (65%) noted changes in their board committees—for
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e constantly hear about new methods of
improving boards. Until now, however, there
has been no empirical research on the impact
of efforts to change boards.
We decided to create a survey to fill this
gap.1 This article is based on that survey, in which 851 nonprofit leaders answered the following questions:
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Nearly 3/4 of
the sample had
made a special effort
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at board reform.
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Differences in who
and what triggered
change had no
bearing on its

eventual success.

Are Some Problems
Harder than Others to Fix?
We wondered whether those who suffered certain kinds of
problems would be more likely to report successful change. In
other words, are some problems more difficult to deal with than
others?
The answer is yes. The hardest problem to fix seemed to be
board members’ attitudes. People who were least satisfied with
their changes had problems with board members not attending
meetings or not living up to expectations. The most–satisfied
people had problems such as confusion over board responsibilities and roles, committee structure, and board meetings.
What Did It Take to Trigger Change?
Change is never easy. But board members––who volunteer
their time, often hold high–status positions in the community,
and don’t feel comfortable criticizing fellow members––find it
especially hard to change themselves.
We asked the “intentional changers” whether any special
events or crises prompted their board change efforts. About 60%

said yes. They cited such triggering events
as funding cuts, a new CEO, outside pressure, or new board members. But no one
trigger was more common than others
(“new CEO” was the most frequently mentioned but only by 14% of respondents).
Instead, it turned out that a combination
of events was necessary. Nearly half
reported such a combination. For example, a new CEO and a new board chair, or
a financial crisis and new board members,
shake up the status quo more than one
thing alone.
Who Initiated Change?

The CEO was the single most important
initiator of change (20% of the cases). But, again, most of our
respondents––64% of them––claimed that it was no one person
but a combination that was necessary. This could be the CEO
and board chair, board chair and other board members (such as
those on the executive committee), or other combinations.
Incidentally, these differences in who and what triggered
change had no bearing on the eventual success of the change
effort. Once underway, it seems, board change takes on a life of
its own.
Were Consultants Used?
Were they Helpful?
Almost half the respondents (49%) used an outside consultant, facilitator, or trainer to help with the board change
process. But were consultant–users happier than non–users
with the results?
Surprisingly, the answer is no. In almost every case, those
who didn’t use consultants were as pleased with the outcomes
as those who did.
The one exception was budget size. Those with larger
budgets were more likely to use consultants. Again, we can’t
establish a causal relationship. But it’s probable that this was
because the better–off organizations could afford to hire such
people.
Was a Special Board Model Used?
Did It Work?
It’s amazing how one book has influenced nonprofit organizations all across the U.S. and Canada. Since it was published in 1990, John Carver’s book Boards That Make a
Difference, and associated articles, videos, and personal
appearances by the author, have been extremely popular. (For
more on Carver’s works, see “Selected References”).
We asked our survey participants whether they based
their change efforts on any pre–existing “model” for how
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the “non–intentionals.” Again, these
results suggest that conducting formal
board reform is worth the effort.
(Keep in mind, however, that the
results reported here are correlational,
meaning that we can infer no causal connection. We know that intentional changers were more satisfied with their boards,
but we cannot say this was because of the
changes made.)
It has always been difficult to “prove”
how much the board’s performance
affects the success of the organization as
a whole. Too many factors are at work to
isolate the effect of just one. There’s also
the perennial problem of defining and
measuring “success” in the first place. In
this study we could do only two things: (1) We asked our
respondents if they thought their organization’s performance
had improved, worsened, or stayed the same over the past
three years. (2) We asked them if their budgets had decreased,
increased, or stayed roughly the same. While budgets don’t tell
the whole story, most nonprofits prefer budget increases to
budget cuts.
Intentional board reformers were far more likely than
non–intentionals to say that their organization’s performance
had improved and that their budgets had increased or
remained stable. Were these positive results because of their
board reform efforts? The survey data cannot answer this
question.
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boards should operate. We asked specifically about Carver’s approach and the
long–standing United Way model known
as “Boardwalk.”3 Respondents could also
write in any other board models they
might have used.
Analysis showed that half the sample
did use a pre–existing model for their
change efforts. Of this group, half chose
Carver’s model. A further 12% said that
they had partially adopted Carver’s
model, along with ideas from other
sources.
Carver insists that his approach will
work best only when adopted in its entirety. Thus, we were curious whether those
who embraced it fully were more satisfied
than those who partially adopted it along
with other ideas. We also wanted to know
if any other model, or combination of
models, produced successful changes.
And we wondered if model–users were
more successful than those who didn’t
use models.
Results showed that model–users
were more satisfied with their change
process than non–users. However,
Carver–users were no more satisfied than
users of any other model or combination of models. In fact, no
one model or mix of models proved more effective than any
other one.
Carver–users differed from the rest in only one area:
financial performance. They were less likely to have budget
cuts and more likely to have budget surpluses. Again, causality
is impossible to infer. But it’s tempting to think that the better–
off organizations were also larger and more established. Such
institutions could better afford to adopt Carver’s approach
and, indeed, might find it more appropriate than smaller nonprofits.

So What?

It’s amazing

how often board
members

Given these results, what can we
now say to nonprofit leaders about
how to improve their boards’ performance? It’s here that we throw caution
to the winds and interpret our data
in light of our own experiences as
board members, consultants, and
readers of the large body of literature
on boards (see “Selected References” for
some of it).

perceive problems

1. Is it really worth it to put the
board through some sort of self–
improvement exercise?
We can answer this question with a
definite “probably.” If you haven’t gone in
for planned board renewal before, you
should consider it. And if you have, you
should consider repeating the process
every few years. The mere fact that you
take time to focus on the big question of
“How are we performing as a board?” can
produce important benefits.
However, planned board renewal
exercises may not solve all your board
problems. Even our survey participants
rated themselves on average only
between 6 and 7 on a 10–point scale. This is a good grade, but
not a great one. And certain problems—namely those that
result from not having the “right” people on the board—may
not lend themselves to solution by the usual board
self–improvement processes. A more directed, “top down”
approach may be necessary.4

but don’t
want to

raise them
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in a public way.
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2. How do you get board reform started?
The key is to realize that people will resist changing until
they admit there are problems they can fix. To prompt this
unfreezing of old habits, this research suggests at least three
techniques:

• Perform a self–diagnosis. Have board
members anonymously answer a brief
questionnaire focusing on typical
board problems. (It’s amazing how
often board members perceive problems but don’t want to raise them in a
public way, though they will in a confidential questionnaire.) Alternatively,
create a small task force of board
members, with or without an outside
consultant, and have them identify
issues that need improvement. Do not,
however, have them suggest solutions
to these problems. The issues should
be presented solely for discussion,
with the board participating in identifying problems. If we’ve learned one
thing from the past 40 years of studying change, it is that changes work best when those who will
be affected have a voice in their development.
• Don’t start the change process by yourself. Recruit one, or
preferably more, influential allies first. The change process
will be faster and smoother if several voices are calling for
the effort rather than one.
• Capitalize on circumstances. A formal, planned change
process works best when launched on the heels of a crisis or
prior change––for example, a new CEO or board chair, a significant turnover in board membership, changing client
bases, changes in other organizations in the same field, or
pressure from funders. It’s hard to motivate change if the
same old gang is doing the same old things in an environment that’s happy with the status quo. Dramatic calls to
wake up to new realities are often necessary. Triggering
events help illustrate what these new realities are.
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People will
resist changing
till they admit
there are
problems
they can fix.
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3. What process works best once you decide to try
something?
The research project reported here didn’t specify how
boards changed themselves––for example, whether they used
one or two day retreats, formed special committees, took a
week or a year to complete the process, and so on. But we did
ask about consultants and found that their use didn’t seem to
affect the outcome.
Do these results mean that consultants are useless? Not
necessarily. The problem is that there are all kinds of consultants, from big international firms to retired board members
who want a little extra work. And not all consultants are appropriate for all nonprofit organizations. Some are not qualified;
others will “push” approaches that don’t fit your organization’s
history, context, or personalities.
The key to using consultants is to check their track
records. Find out what other boards the consultant has worked

for, and call some of them. Ask pointed
questions, and steer clear of consultants
who don’t get enthusiastic endorsements.
4. (a) Should you have a model of
ideal board functioning in mind
before you start the change process?
(b) Is any particular model recommended?
The answer to (a) is “yes”; and the answer
to (b) is “no.” One of our more interesting
findings is that those who went into the
board change process with a model in
mind were more satisfied than those who
didn’t. But, when we compared one
model with another, no particular one
was better. These results suggest several
things:

• Model-users may simply be people who take time to read,
think, and talk about what makes for effective boards. It
may be this process itself that leads to success. In other
words, before launching a board reform exercise, check out
existing knowledge and opinion. (“Selected References” at
the end of this article provide a starting point.)
• There is no “one best way” to run an effective board. Boards
are part of the total management system of the organization. Other key groups include management and staff
(paid and volunteer). All must have the skills and resources
to carry out their responsibilities. But the boundaries
between these groups are not rigid, and each must be aware
of the others’ activities. If one group is unable, for whatever
reason, to meet its responsibilities, the others have to help
out. This basic understanding is well described in Margaret
Harris’s article, mentioned in “Selected References.”
• What does all this mean for you? It means that your organization must develop its own unique model for how your
board ought to operate. You must base this model on your
understanding of your organization’s environment, history,
set of personalities, and culture. The aim of a successful
board development process is to find your unique pattern,
the one that works for you. ■
Footnotes
In late 1994 and early 1995, we mailed 3,310 questionnaires to nonprofit organizations across Canada and received 851 usable returns—a response rate of 26%.
Respondents represented a diverse sample of nonprofit organizations, primarily
from Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia. They came from all possible
sub–sectors, such as social services, health, culture, recreation, community benefit, and environmental protection. The mean budget size was $840,000. In all but
8% of the cases, a paid CEO completed the questionnaire for us.
2
Carver’s model is described in detail in the publications and tapes noted in
“Selected References.”
3
For more on the Boardwalk training, see Manza in “Selected References.”
4
Most nonprofit board members initiate change by analyzing themselves as a
board in a workshop or retreat setting. In such a setting, understandably, they may
be loath to admit that fellow members are unsuitable. If board make–up is the
1

Selected References
*Aspen Publishers, Board Member Manual.
*Bowen, William, Inside the Boardroom.
Bradshaw, Pat, Vic Murray and Jacob Wolpin, “Do
Nonprofit Boards Make a Difference?”, Nonprofit
and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 21 (3), 1992.
*Carver, John, Boards That Make A Difference.
*Carver, John, John Carver on Board
Governance, video tape program.
*Carver, John, Strategic Leadership, audio tape
program.
*Carver, John, “When Owners Are Customers,”
Nonprofit World, July–August 1992.
*Carver, John, “The Founding Parent Syndrome:
Governing in the CEO’s Shadow,” Nonprofit World,
September–October 1992.
Cummings, Thomas and Christopher Worley,
Organizational Development and Change (5th ed.),
Minneapolis: West Publishing, 1993.
*Eadie, Douglas, Boards that Work.
*Eadie, Douglas, “Master Change, Or Change Will
Master You,” Nonprofit World, July–August 1996.
Gaborro, Joe and Len Schlesinger, “Some
Preliminary Thoughts on Action Planning and
Implementation” in L. Schlesinger and J. Ware
(eds.), Managing Behavior in Organizations, New
York, NY: McGraw–Hill, 1983.
Gillies, James, Boardroom Renaissance: Power,
Morality and Performance in the Modern
Corporation, Whitby, Ontario: McGraw–Hill
Ryerson, 1992.
Hackman, J. Richard and Ruth Wageman, “Total
Quality Management: Empirical, Conceptual and
Practical Issues,” Administrative Science
Quarterly, 40 (2), 1995.
Harris, Margaret, “Clarifying the Board Role: A
Total Activities Approach,” in Young, Dennis, Robert
Hollister, and Virginia Hodgkinson, Governing,
Leading and Managing Nonprofit Organizations,
San Francisco: Jossey–Bass, 1993.
Herman, Robert D. and Richard D. Heimovics,
Executive Leadership in Nonprofit Organizations,
San Francisco: Jossey–Bass, 1991.
*Houle, Cyril, “How Effective Is Your Board? A
Rating Scale,” Nonprofit World, September–October
1990.
Houle, Cyril, Governing Boards: Their Nature
and Nurture, San Francisco: Jossey–Bass, 1989.
*Howe, Fisher, Welcome To The Board.
Jick, Todd D., Managing Change: Cases and
Concepts, Homewood, IL: Richard D. Irwin, Inc.,
1993.
Kanter, Rosabeth, The Change Masters, New
York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 1983.
Kilmann, Ralph, “Toward a Complete Program for
Corporate Transformation” in Ralph Kilmann (ed.),
Corporate Transformation, San Francisco:
Jossey–Bass, 1989.
Kotter, John, “Why Transformation Efforts Fail,”
Harvard Business Review, March–April, 1995.
Lewin, Kurt, Field Theory in Social Science, New
York: Harper and Row, 1951.
*Manza, Gail, “Effective Board Performance: 99
Compelling Questions” in Board Leadership &
Governance, Leadership Series.
McClintock, Nora, “Interview with John Carver,”
Front and Centre, July, 1994.
Middleton, Melissa, “Nonprofit Boards of

Directors: Beyond the Governance Function,” in
Walter Powell (ed.), The Nonprofit Sector Research
Handbook, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987.
*Muehrcke, Jill, ed., Board Leadership and
Governance, Leadership Series.
Price Waterhouse Change Integration Team,
Better Change: Practices for Transforming Your
Organization, Burr Ridge, IL: Irwin Professional
Publishing, 1995.
*Rosenberg, DeAnne, “Eliminating Resistance to
Change: The Magic Formula,” Nonprofit World,
September–October 1992.
Tassie, Bill, Asaf Zohar and Vic Murray, “The
Management of Change in Nonprofit and Voluntary
Sector Organizations” in Stephen Osborn (ed.),

Managing in the Voluntary Sector: A Handbook,
London: Chapman and Hall, 1996.
Wolfe, Jacke, “Managing Change in Nonprofit
Organizations” in Geis, David, Jay Ott, and Jay
Shafritz (eds.), The Nonprofit Organization:
Essential Reading, Pacific Grove, CA: Brook Cole
Publishers, 1990.
Zander, Alvin, Making Boards More Effective, San
Francisco: Jossey–Bass, 1993.
*Starred publications are available through the
Society for Nonprofit Organizations’ Resource
Center Catalog, included in this issue, or contact
the Society at 6314 Odana Road, Suite 1, Madison,
Wisconsin 53719 (800–424–7367).

May • June 1997

problem, then, it needs to be addressed in a different
way. Perhaps a small group of leaders, such as the
CEO and board chair, need to take the initiative.
These leaders might, for instance, push through new
selection criteria and procedures, then not reappoint
board members who aren’t meeting their responsibilities.
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