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Building a powerful board to enhance 
governance of your NGO is simpler 
than you may think! 

Almost everyone in the nonprofit world 
is aware of the existence of a board, also 
known as a board of directors. That’s be-
cause boards are ever more present in the 
world of NGOs [Non-Governmental Orga-
nizations, also known as Nonprofits]. How-
ever, few people, including sitting board 
members themselves, know what a board 
of directors is supposed to do. At its most 
elemental level, a board is a group of indi-
viduals with strategic oversight and fidu-
ciary responsibility over an organization. 
However, that leaves plenty of questions 
unanswered. Doesn’t it?

A board is a group of individuals with strategic over-
sight and fiduciary responsibility over an organization.”
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When making governance decisions, a nonprofit relies on its board of 
directors (BOD) to direct organizational operations. The BOD deliber-
ates the functions of a nonprofit and votes at meetings to make major 
decisions (1). 

Board members have tenures that stretch from two to five years and 
members are selected if they reflect the general values and purposes of 
the nonprofit. Thus, they must have professional experiences related to 
the cause of the NGO or ideas to propel a mission forward.

In relation to other NGO staffers, members of the BOD are not em-
ployees. They do not carry out major field operations or service clients. 
Instead, the BOD proposes and designs a nonprofit strategic plan. They 
outline mission-related objectives for attainment. They are organizers 
and supervisors who provide instructions to staff, the actual doers. And 
the BOD observes goal progression and completion of assignments 
given to the executive director and staff.
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What exactly is a board of directors 
for an NGO?
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Roles and responsibilities of 
the board.

The responsibilities of the BOD extend beyond development of strategy. 
In general terms, members are mediators who bring together paid em-
ployees with donors, stakeholders, and clients to help foster their growth. 
The BOD develops and decides the purpose of the organization. They also 
communicate goals and course of action clearly to stakeholders and the 
public (2). Therefore, they must understand the organization’s values and 
investments, so they can execute its plans and precisely revise them (3).

In addition, the BOD also coordinates more defined strategic planning 
issues. They decide who will implement tasks, how to increase volunteer 
participation, what solutions are most valuable, and which assets will 
benefit the organization. When constructing a guide for the present and 
future, they review all conclusions reached and amend them accordingly 
with board consensus. Most plans establish operations for a limited time 
(less than three years), so that strategy remains current but structured for 
the future.
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Some possible topics of discussion include: staff requirements, board 
structures, recruitment strategies, funding initiatives, succession tactics, 
and more. The BOD may make short-range decisions or construct a long-
standing approach to guide future actions, but they must ensure constitu-
ents can implement the plan. Staff must be able to accomplish projected 
goals, and their tasks must 
be connected to the NGO’s 
mission (4).

Members of the board also 
recruit the executive direc-
tor by evaluating the major 
competencies they seek 
for the role. In addition to 
initially selecting the exec-
utive director (ED) who will manage employees and day-to-day functions, 
they must also provide the ED with assistance and encouragement to 
complete assignments.

The BOD may make short-range decisions or con-
struct a longstanding approach to guide future ac-
tions, but they must ensure constituents can imple-
ment the plan.”
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To ensure proper guidance, 
board members should 
assess the director’s perfor-
mance and provide critiques 
to help him or her grow. The 
director and employees can 
also use annual progress 
reports to monitor goal 
progress and remain ac-
countable for their actions. 

The BOD should praise the director’s successes, so the ED continues to 
work hard and maintains a positive work-life balance. The board should 
also offer networking opportunities to the director, connecting the ED to 
important stakeholders and leaders.

Members of the board should certify that revenue coming in will satisfy 
future expenses. They also decide how funding should be allocated and 
safeguarded to prevent misuse or resource exhaustion. Financial man-
agement also involves ranking what projects are most significant so that 
resources are dispersed sensibly (3).  The board can construct a budget 
to carry these ideas forth and maintain financial documents that track 
adherence to it. External audits by an expert CPA can ensure finances are 
accurate and properly controlled (4).
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Within the boardroom, members must train each other in issues of gov-
ernance (2). They should create a structured onboarding process for new 
members to help them understand the culture and formal rules of the 
organization, develop accountability standards, and neutrally measure 
individual board members’ functioning.

Finally, the BOD should improve board member recruitment methods 
and ensure a balanced collection of people from diverse backgrounds. 
Usually, it is wise to set a limit for how long a board member may serve. 
Thirty three percent of members should be new recruits, where older 
members are cycled out each period. This method leaves both new and 
established members on the board (4).

To build group cohesion, the BOD should ask for members’ ideas on 
where it should focus its efforts and set up outside networking events 
to promote collaboration. Routine discussions ensure that the group 
prioritizes important issues, that each person feels heard, and that the 
board moves forward as a unit.



Company  Name

Address: 123 Street Name, City Name, State, Cuntry 12345

Example.com

Int laci doluptat ut elicia quatur soluptat pedist ent.8

In addition, the board is a figurehead for an 
NGO and represents it to stakeholders. Thus, 
they must exemplify moral and lawful conduct 
by following all IRS guidelines and reporting vi-
olations. They must also be aware of the major 
conditions that organizations with tax-exempt 
status must fulfill (4). Members can read Part VI 
of IRS Form 990, which outlines the rules and 

scope of a nonprofit board’s authority. 

They must also promote their nonprofit positively to encourage patronage. 
In this way, the board highlights unique features of their nonprofit, per-
suading donors to contribute money to campaigns by using messages that 
motivate them (3). The BOD may also relay what they hope to accomplish 
and what sources they are obtaining money from. This task may require 
using actionable communication strategies such as press releases. Overall, 
the BOD are the gatekeepers to sources of potential revenue. It is their job 
to direct fundraising campaigns, which can boost NGO performance.
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They must exemplify moral and lawful conduct by 
following all IRS guidelines and reporting violations.”
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In constructing a strategic initiative for fundraising, board members will have 
to consider the reasons why they are requesting funds and develop a doc-
ument which details evidence that supports that need. The document will 
describe where funds will be allocated, how programs will benefit the com-
munity, and how initiatives will connect to larger goals.

More importantly, a board member should be a role model to others. During 
his or her tenure, the BOD member should volunteer and donate money (a 
yearly contribution) to the NGO so that outside parties see these actions and 
mimic them.  When individuals give their own time and money to fundraisers, 
they become more adept at campaigning for donations.

At the end of the day, members of the BOD are representatives of their orga-
nization, and they must make proper decisions and delegate power to their 
staff to ensure mission-focused efficiency. As follows, they are also liable for 
poor outcomes when they act in haste or neglect. Thus, they must take their 
responsibilities seriously and always act with professional integrity and 
common sense to ensure the best results, knowing that their reputation is at 
stake.
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NGOs’ BODs sometimes miss the mark when it comes to operating effi-
ciently because they are not clear of their governance duties or do not 
utilize proper communication techniques with staff. The BOD may not 
understand its true responsibilities and the rules of the IRS (5).

In general, board members must demonstrate moral conduct throughout 
their term and use sound judgment when making decisions. They must be 
committed to their organization and accept all responsibility for mistakes 
that jeopardize their NGO’s reputation. It is not possible to just ignore 
these liabilities as many often think they can.

A survey by BoardSource, a nonprofit that seeks to aid NGOs with their 
governing techniques, revealed that most BOD members ranked at a B- in 
understanding the scope of their position and presenting adequate lead-
ership skills (6). This score reveals the need for better preparatory proce-
dures in guiding new members. The executive director, staff, and board 
should also know their divergent functions. Boards often do not delineate 
role differences or stress strategies that make teamwork accessible.

The Auerbach Global-Impact Foundation
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Board members may fail to effectively communicate their ideas, main-
tain a consistent mission, or distrust their colleagues. Overall, policies 
must foster a positive link between the executive director and board, 
promote an inclusive culture, and encourage teamwork. All of these ele-
ments can boost NGO performance. 

Further, the situation gets 
complicated when board 
members are unsure how to 
employ and best implement 
their power. For example, 
some do not supervise 
their subordinates enough, 
failing to guide them prop-
erly or divide assignments 
accordingly. This lack of guidance puts up a red flag that members are 
not motivated, are not properly trained, or are not provided the correct 
resources to do their jobs.

Policies must foster a positive link between the 
executive director and board, promote an inclusive 
culture, and encourage teamwork.”
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Though the board may 
set guidelines to struc-
ture operations, members 
need to ensure that these 
rules are implemented by 
the right people. A con-
tinual audit of documents 
related to economic 
health, taxes, and policies 
may help verify that re-
quests are adhered to.

Further, BODs should check up on executive directors of their organiza-
tions, to ensure that EDs are maintaining accountability and to fix any 
noticeable shortcomings. It is common for boards to just let things slide, 
not addressing any criticisms. Yet, this ignoring just allows for maladaptive 
practices to continue. In general, boards may need to increase their in-
volvement.

On the other hand, the BOD may overexert its authority. When a board 
directly commands employees to complete tasks, their management is not 
effective. A board’s main obligation is to create a plan for others to follow, 
not to interfere or do the staff’s job or undercut the executive’s role. Thus, 
board members should follow their position’s requirements closely, not 
surpassing their assigned capacity, and leave certain matters to the people 
enlisted to handle them.
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Board members may not be aware of the bylaws they must follow, and 
that can quickly lead to legal trouble. For example, some individuals may 
have conflict of interests, such as when they work with family members 
or another organization with an opposing purpose. Some individuals 
believe by just noting the conflict of interest and getting it approved by 
other board members that they are able to continue the relationship. 
However, it is always better to seek out a substitution to prevent a con-
flict of interest. 

In addition, some board members may stray from tax-exempt status laws 
by abusing their power. This issue occurs when they receive benefits 
they do not rightfully deserve. Therefore, established members should 
educate new members on all nonprofit governmental regulations. Senior 
members should also reiterate the consequences of breaking the law. 
Bad practices include: giving excessive compensation to staff, lobbying, 
evading taxes, and conducting unethical business. Most importantly, 
according to US law, nonprofit board members may receive no salary. By 
properly onboarding members, these practices can be avoided (6).

NGOs should have a cohesive dynamic, but boards often struggle with 
how to direct their internal relationships. One problem is that members 
may not keep board discussions private and instead share matters with 
external parties. This behavior allows classified information to leak and 
breaks codes of loyalty. Disgruntled members may also voice contradic-
tory opinions. This behavior makes the board look divided. Thus, mem-
bers must keep their comments in the boardroom and remain cohesive 
on their public ideologies.
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Furthermore, NGOs 
should select members 
based on how they will 
impact the board’s com-
position. Groups should 
look for individuals with 
broad ideologies, ac-
countability, and objec-
tivity. NGO boards some-
times fail to exercise 
this diligence by choosing to recruit family members or companions. The 
common notion is that it is difficult to find skilled members outside of 
this scope. Yet, this claim fails to assess performance problems that arise 
when recruitment efforts are not expanded (6). 

Though these choices may simplify discussions and create a cohesive 
vision, they also lead to less participation and fewer innovative ideas 
(5).  According to BoardSource, only 36% of executives believed that their 
members were suitably prepared for meet-ups, and only 28% reported 
that everyone was actively involved (6). It is better to pick people who are 
autonomous in their opinions and are likely to participate actively (5).
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As pivotal leaders for an NGO, board members must send messages to 
their executive director and staff appropriately so that directions are 
heeded promptly (7). Instead, boards tend to falter by not directing in-
structions to the right people. Some parties may need information and 
not receive it. Others may receive unnecessary, impertinent information.

It is always better to ensure an email or voicemail message is custom-
ized to the exact audience who will receive it. By providing this courte-
sy to others in the organization, they will be more likely to pay atten-
tion to the information sent to them and appropriately respond.

In other ways, board members may not be direct enough when speak-
ing. Some may say nothing, leaving constituents in the dark. Others may 
send everyone irrelevant content unrelated to their job tasks. Individ-
uals may transmit inaccessible memos on the wrong platform which 
does not spread them throughout the organization. Most of these 
problems are a result of inexperience, but can easily be solved with the 
correct communication technology such as project management apps 
for job assignments.
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Heads of the organization should communicate goals clearly to sub-
ordinates. If the main idea of the message is confusing, staff will most 
likely not fulfill a request out of uncertainty. In general, the BOD should 
express concepts in a detailed way that is easy to understand. If needed, 
they should also offer resources or a guide on how to execute a directive. 

Even with their best efforts, board members often do not monitor NGO 
performance or showcase it to their stakeholders and employees. A truly 
effective board has to communicate any goals accomplished. This prob-
lem typically stems from boards not properly recording their activities or 
detailing changes made over time to an organization’s culture. 

Without a clear outline of what has occurred and what will occur, a 
board will likely appear unorganized and unprofessional. To amend this 
predicament, the BOD should record all small steps and alterations in a 
strategic plan and list out their staff’s assigned tasks.

A BOD may also have trouble connecting to their staff. Authoritative 
board members with many professional accomplishments and high-pro-
file connections can seem unfriendly to others outside the boardroom.

The Auerbach Global-Impact Foundation
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Employees may feel that appealing an issue to the board is a misuse of 
their time that will result in little gains. When individuals feel that their 
ideas will not be heard or be heavily scrutinized, they are likely to not in-
teract. For better results, a board can support staff communication and give 
employees time to discuss important issues to resolve them. Creating an 
accessible space that welcomes all ideas will help improve staff-board rela-
tionships.

In addition, board members must understand that they are not always right. 
While some members fail to question their reasoning for certain decisions 
or accept a previous, constant way as the most appropriate way, members 
should evaluate their own partialities and always consider that they might 
be in the wrong or be overlooking an important idea.
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BOD members must also pay close attention to their NGO role and assess 
whether they are in sync with appropriate organizational customs. Board 
members may fail to address changes in culture over time or to modern-
ize in the wake of emerging innovations, all of which can weaken their 
authority and integrity. 

Unfortunately, some board members simply fail to participate in strategic 
planning. When individuals come unprepared for discussions or idly skip 
out because they believe others will get the work done, the board’s ability 
to maintain power and drive the organization to success is compromised.
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The value of member involvement through attending meetings and ask-
ing prepared questions is phenomenal. These positive actions must be 
ingrained throughout BOD recruitment and orientation. When members 
prepare for discussion, take responsibility for assigned tasks and feel in-
spired to share ideas, an NGO can only prosper in meeting performance 
goals.

When members prepare for discussion, take respon-
sibility for assigned tasks and feel inspired to share 
ideas, an NGO can only prosper...”
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In addressing these challenges, organizational boards must follow best 
practice techniques. An NGO must choose someone within the board who 
will make final decisions (8). This individual will have the power to delin-
eate what methods need to be utilized for particular outcomes and will 
put these plans into action. The board leader also directs the process of 
creating a strategic plan to guide the organization forward to its mis-
sion-aligned objectives, and encourages the rest of the board to promote 
these initiatives (2).

All board members should also be trained and understand their responsi-
bilities. They must know how to perform their duties, how their actions re-
late to the mission, and how they must connect with the executive direc-
tor to ensure ideas are executed. Concerning new recruits, a summarized 
outline of functions prepares them for their role and clears up confusion 
(9). An outline of functions also allows new members to understand histor-
ical facts about their NGO, major group values, and ethical conundrums 
they may face.

The Auerbach Global-Impact Foundation
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By implementing these elements in its structure, a board can make 
thoughtful choices swiftly.. A board chairman or chairwoman utilizes his 
or her leadership skills to capitalize the skills of others on the board (8). 
Creating this type of environment ensures that new recruits can easily 
learn, participate beneficially, and acquire new competencies (9).

Similarly, it is also import-
ant that the executive 
director’s role be differen-
tiated and that all board 
members expect the same 
performance goals (8). The 
board must give an execu-
tive director authority and 
clearly express to him or 
her its expectations, not meticulous instructions.

 

Creating this type of environment ensures that new 
recruits can easily learn, participate beneficially, and 
acquire new competencies.”
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The BOD must understand that the executive director is a free agent. 
Thus, they must give him or her the authority to oversee operations 
without constantly having to notify the board. In this process, an NGO 
becomes more responsive when addressing rapid changes, since it 
knows who has the power. Board, ED or staff responsibilities (including 
campaign funding, marketing, strategic planning, etc.) must be written 
clearly and distributed accordingly.

Moreover, workshops that allow board members and executive directors 
to work closely together may help them to understand each other’s roles. 
In non-threatening forums, they can speak openly to one another and 
compare their approaches (10). Some individuals on the BOD may lack 
true insight of the difficulties that an NGO faces day-to-day. They may 
also be too unresponsive to the organization’s needs.
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Learning workshops can assist members by providing information for 
problems or topics areas they are struggling with (10). They can help a 
board see their limitations, recognize new staffing approaches, handle 
their money, plan fundraising events, and develop evaluation measures. 
Workshops also provide networking opportunities, so leaders at other 
organizations can assist a BOD in accomplishing its goals.

Another technique for strengthening BOD management is to make 
sure that all members have conducted an honest evaluation of them-
selves that can be shared with the group. Similar actions should gauge 
individual members’ contentment with overall board operations and 
can suggest how the board can help boost NGO performance.

In general, through this reflection time, members can better assess 
what significant involvement tangibly looks like, how much time they 
should spend preparing for discussion, how to deal with conflict prop-
erly, and how to come to systematic conclusions using defined means.

Learning workshops can assist members by pro-
viding information for problems or topics areas they 
are struggling with.”
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To ensure the board is 
working best, it is wise to 
evaluate performance (2). 
Only about half of non-
profits have a procedure 
for judging the quality of 
their board’s functioning. 
Common BOD assess-
ments utilize SWOT, where 
strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats are identified to reveal failures and successes.

Another practice that can simplify board’s undertakings is to create com-
mittees that deal with specific matters. Creating committees prevents 
the board from tackling every issue together. If one group addresses 
financial assets and revenue, another can plan fundraiser campaigns. 
Tasks are allocated evenly, making projects less overwhelming and mak-
ing individuals more efficient in managing responsibilities, overcoming 
obstacles, and capitalizing on opportunities. 

This process works best for complicated matters. A small group can for-
mulate a plan, present collected evidence, and discuss an issue with the 
full board for review. Further, people can address concerns that match 
their interests or talents. This helps board members devote more time to 
their roles, which produces higher quality ideas. External specialists can 
also add an objective viewpoint to discussions within these committees.
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NGOs can develop committees for: board supervision, expansion, re-
cruitment, training, participation, growth opportunities, performance 
outcomes, and governance transitions (2).

In addition, a board should remain flexible with the capacity to trans-
form. Nonprofits are continually in flux. Thus, the BOD must be recep-
tive to change, so that its NGO can remain sustainable and expand. All 
organizations, no matter their mission, face equivalent obstacles. This 
truth is important to understand, so that a board can assess its growth 
in comparison to other groups, know when it is time to shift develop-
mental stages, and feel less isolated in the issues they are addressing 
by knowing that others are in a similar place.
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Boards can also improve by diversifying the constituency of their board 
and incorporating members with different experiences (11). Organizations 
like BoardSource have suggested that 82% of members on nonprofit 
boards are white and about 57% are male (12). 

Organizations tend to make excuses on this front. They claim that individ-
uals with needed expertise and diverse upbringings are working some-
where else with limited time to give. Board members also often recruit 
people they know, such as friends or relatives, or pull applicants from 
corporate environments where most constituents are white and male. 

However by doing this, boards miss out on the benefits of diversity. Dis-
cussions may lack assorted ideas from different types of people (11). In 
addition, the board tends to not reflect the communities they serve, which 
can be off-putting to minorities who seek groups that support their best 
interests. With the U.S. population majority expected to be of Hispanic, 
Asian or African-American descent by 2039, white boards will soon be the 
exception rather than the norm (12).
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Furthermore, research has revealed that recruiting diverse people im-
proves a BOD’s management skills. Procedures are more likely to reflect 
minority groups’ interests; the more boards have people of different 
ages, genders and races, the more likely their processes will automati-
cally reflect these diversities. 

In general, organizations 
benefit from a wider scope 
of expertise when they 
bring on individuals from 
different backgrounds, 
whether based on demo-
graphics or professional 
skill sets. By fostering 
equality and supporting 
minority rights, organizations are typically more equipped to serve 
diverse populations and benefit local communities.

 

By fostering equality and supporting minority 
rights, organizations are typically more equipped to 
serve diverse populations and benefit local 
communities.”
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However, nonprofits can combat a homogenous BOD. Chicago United 
recommends looking for board members in new places. NGOs can locate 
diverse recruits in other boards that promote the development of young 
professionals whose populations are obviously younger. Female members 
can also be recruited from young professionals’ groups more frequently. 
By pulling from these sources, an NGO can ensure its board benefits from 
innovation and diversity. Furthermore, platforms such as BoardLink have 
minority recruitment pools. Technology can thus help find diverse mem-
bers more quickly, surpassing any obstacles.

In addition, simply developing inclusive board procedures makes it eas-
ier to engage and hire minorities (12). Boards should emphasize that they 
want new board members with unique backgrounds. Adopting diversity 
policies creates a fair, safe board environment with the highest morals 
and ethics. This effort fosters the idea that all people in the unit can work 
together and bypass differences.

The Auerbach Global-Impact Foundation
2137 Otis Drive, Suite 306
Alameda, CA 94501 USA
theagif.org



Int laci doluptat ut elicia quatur soluptat pedist ent.

Company  Name

Address: 123 Street Name, City Name, State, Cuntry 12345

Example.com

29

In many ways, minorities want to know that they are going to be val-
ued by the board’s culture, allowed to participate, provided tools to 
succeed, and given long-term job se-
curity. Minority members should have 
specific functions within the organi-
zation, where they accomplish tasks 
and assist with strategic planning. 

By adapting policies of inclusion, 
general performance of the board 
will be boosted. Diversifying the 
board also ensures that on-going 
policies represent the ever-changing 
needs of different races, ages, and 
genders.

Minorities want to know that they are going to be 
valued by the board’s culture, allowed to participate, 
provided tools to succeed, and given long-term job 
security.”
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NGOs must coordinate diversity 
with an organized action plan 
committed to implementing 
change (13). About 60% of associa-
tions fail to keep a record of their 
diversity procedures. A nonprofit 
that promotes diversity must strat-
egize how it will be accomplished. 
The issue will not resolve over 
time or by sheer happenstance.  

First, an NGO must analyze its current take on diversity, which will shape 
how staff perceive the implemented changes. Are policies realistic to 
maintain? Will employees accept them? Will employees react posi-
tively or negatively toward them? This analysis evaluates how diverse 
the board has been past, what prior diversity plans were enacted, how 
much funding was allocated to the initiative, and what clients are being 
served.

Then, an NGO can construct an action plan to execute policies. A solid 
plan asks what will be assessed, who will manage the plan, when will 
progress be documented, and what techniques will be utilized. Plans 
may focus on recruiting more diverse applicants to ensure minority par-
ticipation, or identifying motivating factors to encourage involvement. 
Members must passionately see the plan through and accept new ideol-
ogies for successful implementation.
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Finally, the BOD must apply the diversity strategy to board operations 
and make changes when problems arise, after learning the effective-
ness of policies. Leaders can evaluate dynamics that led to poor results. 
For example, poor results may be due to problems recruiting people if 
they are skeptical of the group and prone to mistreatment. Board mem-
bers may have to overcompensate (e.g., be friendlier). An NGO may also 
need to assess whether board members really believe in diversity, since 
implementation only succeeds if all individuals understand the ratio-
nale behind the plan. 

Once set into motion, board members and other leaders can go back 
to the plan to appraise its success, judge its mistakes, and monitor any 
tangible results. They can also identify what still needs to be complet-
ed. Typically, this process involves evaluating an issue and deciding if it 
has been resolved effectively to gauge progress.

By comparing outcomes before and after the diversity plan went into 
effect, boards can understand what changes were successful and how 
other procedures failed. By talking about the plan’s successes, leaders 
can also praise members for their hard work. In this way, members ap-
preciate the impact of diversity on operations and specific functions, 
steering future growth in the right direction.
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