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As a Nonprofit Leadership Coach, Dennis has 
advised hundreds of nonprofit organizations across 
the country on how to unlock their true potential 
by working with them to improve the integration of 
board governance, leadership development, 
strategic planning and philanthropy. He is a sought 
after motivational speaker, retreat 
facilitator, leadership coach, and executive search 
consultant.



AGENDA

• Four stages of board governance
• Characteristics of high performing boards
• Common board performance obstacles
• The role of the board chair
• Board and CEO relationships
• Recruiting and reappointing best practices
• Board leadership succession planning
• Measuring the level of engagement and motivation of the board
• Would your board members rather have root canal than raise money?
• Q&A



THE FOUR STAGES OF NONPROFIT BOARD 
GOVERNANCE

• Founding Board
• Fiduciary Board
• Strategic Board
• Leadership Board



A Founding Board…

…does almost all the work of the organization, often without 
any paid staff. Their primary role is to get the organization 
“off the ground.” 



A Fiduciary Role…

…generally emerges after staff have been hired to carry on 
the work of the organization. In this stage, the board sets 
goals, policies, approves financial plans and sets the 
direction for the staff to implement. 



A fiduciary board becomes concerned with:

• Duty of care
• Duty of loyalty
• Duty of obedience



At the Strategic Board stage…

…the organization is maturing, and the board begins working 
together with the executive leadership team to develop and 
implement the strategic and business plan.



A Leadership Board…

…signifies a mature organization. Though the fiduciary and 
strategic roles remain important, providing leadership “in 
partnership” with the CEO. 



ASK YOURSELF:

• At what stage or lifecycle is our board functioning?
• What challenges and opportunities exist today for our board and 

CEO to work more in partnership and leadership?
• In which stage of board governance might our organization generate 

greater results for your community?
• In which of the four stages would I feel most rewarded, and fell that 

my contributions were most beneficial?



CHARACTERISTICS OF HIGH PERFORMING 
NONPROFIT BOARDS

• High level of CEO & board engagement in pursuing an 
inspirational strategic vision

• Performance and results driven

• Eagerness to measure and communicate achievements



• Attentive to good recruitment and reappointment 
practices

• Ongoing identification of potential new leadership, and 
commitment to leadership succession

• Active participation in philanthropy
• Openness to assessing and measuring board 

performance



COMMON OBSTACLES 
TO HIGH BOARD PERFORMANCE

• Failure to engage

• Warm body theory of recruitment

• Let’s reappoint Fred, his wife and mine are friends

• Inability to select a chair



• “Inner” and “outer” boards
• Not dealing honestly with CEO performance issues
• Poorly run board meetings
• Poor communication to members
• Nonalignment of organizational vision/goals with committee 

structure (silos, lack of communication, etc.)
• “I’d rather stick pins in my eyes than raise money”



ASK YOURSELF:

• What characteristics of high performing boards does our 
board possess?

• What specific aspects of our board’s governance would I 
like to see improve?

• What obstacles is our board struggling with today?
• What solutions to these obstacles have we tried?



ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE BOARD CHAIR

• In collaboration with the CEO, steers the nonprofit organization 
toward achieving its vision and strategic goals

• Works behind the scenes to build consensus among members of the 
board



• Helps the entire board think strategically about mission and vision

• Leads the entire board in making sure all board work is completed

• Supervises and builds a strong and supportive relationship with the 
CEO

• Appoints members of the board to serve as committee chairs



• Facilitates board meetings and approves meeting agendas

• Ensures that all board members are engaged in participating in all 
board decisions

• Communicates with all board members on a regular basis

• Stays abreast of the board governance committee’s 
recommendations and decisions regarding board recruitment and 
reappointment



• Serves as ex-officio member of all board committees

• Leads the board’s evaluation of the CEO on an annual basis

• Ensures that the board’s performance is measured on a regular basis



CHARACTERISTICS OF A 
HIGH PERFORMING BOARD CHAIR

• Trusted and respected colleague

• Effective decision maker with excellent judgment

• Leadership experience

• Integrity 



• Past experience in a board member role 

• Excellent communicator

• Committed to the time requirements of the job

• Politically savvy



ASK YOURSELF:

• As the board chair, how would I compare my role and responsibilities 
to these best practices?

• As a board chair, what are my greatest challenges leading the board?
• What are my greatest achievements this year as board chair?
• Have I started the process of considering board leadership 

succession?



THE BOARD AND CEO RELATIONSHIP

• A partnership built on trust

• Positive interaction that is focused on results

• Open and honest communication



• Mutual recognition and understanding that the board hires (and 
fires) the chief executive

• Mutual recognition and understanding that the chief executive works 
with the board, but reports directly to the board chair

• A shared sense of accountability and responsibility



ASK YOURSELF:

• How would I describe the relationship between the board and the 
CEO?

• On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, how would I rate my 
personal relationship with the CEO? Why?



BOARD RECRUITMENT BEST PRACTICES

• Inspirational leadership

• Access to influence and wealth

• Recognized brand identity

• Racial and gender diversity

• Change agent

• Innovative/strategic thinker

• Decision maker

• Collaborator

• Technologically savvy

• Passionate

Develop an Ideal Board Matrix that describes the personal characteristics 
and attributes of the “Ideal Board,” including (but not limited to):



Personal characteristics or attributes are not the 
same thing as skills, like CPA, MD, attorney, 

professor, social worker, etc.



USING THE IDEAL BOARD MATRIX
Step 1: Create a matrix of the characteristics/attributes of 
your current board
Step 2: Identify the gap(s) between the current board matrix 
and the Ideal Board Matrix



Step 3: Discuss gaps with fellow board members and other 
stakeholders and enlist their help in identifying possible new board 
candidates

Step 4: Collect and rank suggested board candidates according to 
specific characteristic/attribute needs, and then according to skills

Step 5: Invite highly ranked candidates to meet with select board 
members to discuss their potential interest in serving on the board



Nominating individuals who are acquainted with 
current board members is appropriate and 

encouraged. However, the ideal board consists 
of individuals who are, first and foremost, 
recruited based on agreed-upon criteria of 

personal characteristics or attributes, followed 
by professional skills.



• Self-Evaluation

• Meeting Attendance

• Committee Participation

• Goodwill Ambassador

• Cultivator and Solicitor

• Financial Contributor

• Motivation, Passion, Enthusiasm

BOARD REAPPOINTMENT CRITERIA



ASK YOURSELF:

• Does our board have a governance committee?
• Has our board created an ideal board matrix of personal attributes?
• Would I describe our current board’s recruitment practices as effective?
• Does our board have an approved criteria list for reappointing current 

members to new terms?



BOARD LEADERSHIP SUCCESSION
• Ask your current board chair to identify potential candidates from the 

current board
• Begin a series of discussions with potential candidates regarding their 

interest in assuming the role
• Identify the specific type of training or coaching these candidates might 

want to help them prepare for greater board responsibility
• Unless necessary, it is preferable to identify your new board chair from 

current members



• Institute ongoing training for all current board members in all aspects of 
board governance

• Consider offering the chair-elect a professional board coach/mentor to 
support his/her transition during their first-term in office

• Find ways to reward and recognize those who serve on your board



• Provide opportunities for all board members to participate in a wide array 
of committees, task forces and advisory boards

• Build a culture of success that strives for excellence in all you do to create a 
winning attitude

• Recognize former board chairs either through a formal recognition program 
or an annual benefit event

• Make the role of being the board chair something special



COMMON DIFFICULTIES OF SELECTING THE CHAIR

• Perception that the job requires too much time and too much work
• Lack of preparedness or board training for potential candidates
• Too much board politics or bureaucracy
• Very few rewards and recognitions for those who serve as chair



• The board structure and committees are not properly structured, and board 
roles are poorly defined

• The current board chair has not planned and groomed a successor

• The current board chair cannot relinquish control of the reins

• No one on the board ever discussed the issue during the term of the 
current board chair

• The leadership potential of new board candidates was never considered or 
discussed



ASK YOURSELF:

• How does our board address leadership succession?
• Does our board provide ongoing governance training?
• How do we reward and recognize board leadership?
• What difficulties, if any, is our organization having identifying a new chair?



MEASURING THE BOARD’S ANNUAL PERFORMANCE

Good Boards Evaluate the CEO

Great Boards Evaluate Their Own Performance



ASSESSMENT OPTION 1

• Ask board members to complete an assessment questionnaire

• Compile a summary of strengths and weaknesses for review and 
discussion

• Easy and timely to execute, but may not get to the heart of the 
matter



ASSESSMENT OPTION 2

• Engage a professional facilitator to conduct confidential interviews

• Open-ended questions and conversations

• Can be done every few years to augment an annual questionnaire



ASK YOURSELF:

• Does our board perform an annual performance assessment?
• Does our current assessment ask open-ended questions?
• Would we be interested in measuring our level of engagement and 

performance?
• What are our board’s greatest strengths? What are our most important 

areas of needed improvement?



WOULD MOST OF YOUR BOARD MEMBERS 
RATHER HAVE A ROOT CANAL THAN RAISE 

MONEY?

Does your organization struggle with 
fundraising?



WHY PEOPLE REALLY GIVE MONEY

• They have been asked

• They want to give

• They give to someone they trust and respect

• They give to success, not distress

• They give to make a difference

• They give to the needs of those you serve, not your needs



THE INVESTMENT THEORY OF FUNDRAISING

• What are your most recent two top achievements?

• How well does your organization communicate them?

• Does your organization still practice the concept of asking for money 
based upon your needs?

• How well does your organization discuss its success and the 
opportunities to make a difference in the lives of others?



CHARACTERISTICS OF SUCCESSFUL FUNDRAISING 
ORGANIZATIONS

• Integrity
• Passion
• Quest for excellence
• Inspiring vision
• Strategic thinking

• Effective governance
• Positive attitudes – Yes We Can!
• Cultivate and solicit
• Create an organization worthy of a 

gift 



BUILD A TRI-PARTNERSHIP

CEO
Development Officer

Board



THE ROLE OF THE CEO

• Chief sales officer
• Chief relationship officer
• Chief brand builder
• Chief communicator
• Chief cultivator
• Chief solicitor



THE ROLE OF THE DEVELOPMENT OFFICER

• Comprehensive and 
diversified plan

• Case for support
• Quarterback 

• Prospect relations
• Educator
• Solicitor
• Acknowledge 



THE ROLE OF THE BOARD

• Ambassador
• Communicator
• Cultivator
• Participator

• Personalized outreach
• Wealth identifier
• Giver
• Stewardship



ASK YOURSELF:

• What is the value we provide to our community?

• What are our top achievements?

• Why is our organization worthy of a gift?





Announcing my new online course!

View on your PC, laptop, tablet or phone, on your own or as a group. 
Six modules, total running time one hour. 

Course workbook included.

Visit https://denniscmiller.com/board-leadership-institute/online-courses

https://denniscmiller.com/board-leadership-institute/online-courses


Characteristics of high performing nonprofit boards
Common obstacles to high performance

The role and responsibilities of the nonprofit board chair
What characterizes a high performing chair

Board leadership succession
Board recruitment, reappointment and best practices

The board and CEO relationship
Today’s executive leadership competencies
The impact of a positive and inspiring vision
How to increase your nonprofit stock price

Characteristics of successful fundraising organizations
Addressing difficult board member behavior

Measuring and evaluating the board’s annual performance

Topics covered in
“How to Become a High Performing Nonprofit Board”



The Dennis C. Miller Library:
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