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Step 1: Identifying Your Ideal Board Structure and Functioning 

Every nonprofit strives to make a difference in the world and looks to its board to lead  the 
way by planning for its future, safeguarding its fiscal health, and monitoring its programs to 
ensure mission impact. 

To accomplish this important work in bimonthly or quarterly meetings is difficult, however. 
To manage their responsibilities, most boards create different groups within        their 
membership to handle that load. 

These groups can take on one of three forms depending on their purpose: Standing 
committees help manage ongoing board activities, task forces manage time-limited 
assignments, and advisory groups provide guidance and insight on particular issues. 

When used strategically, these smaller groups enable board members to perform critical     tasks 
and functions, often between full board meetings, in an efficient and meaningful manner. As 
for how those groups should be structured, there isn’t a single right answer. While 
BoardSource recommends a “lean” board structure, it depends on a variety of factors, the 
most important being what the organization needs to accomplish its mission. Board structures 
should not be static. As board and staff members, the organization, and the community around 
you change, so should your committees and task forces. That being said, here are some 
common committees: 

Governance Committee: This committee builds a board that meets the organization’s needs 
and supports good governance by engaging board members in ongoing education and 
formally assessing the board’s performance. 

Executive Committee: The executive committee typically performs policy work on  behalf 
of the board and acts as liaison to the chief executive. Some executive committees 
coordinate strategic planning and conduct executive searches. 

Finance Committee: The finance committee supports the board’s responsibility for oversight of 
the organization’s fiscal health. It recommends policies to the full board to  safeguard the 
organization’s assets, ensures the completeness and accuracy of its financial records, and 
oversees proper use of resources. 

Audit Committee: This committee, or the combined finance and audit committee, selects an 
independent auditor and serves as a link between the auditor and the board.   It ensures that 
the auditor has full access to financial and related records, reviews the auditor’s report and 
submits it to the board, and arranges for the full board to meet with the auditor. 

Development Committee: The development committee provides input and insight into   the 
organization’s fundraising strategy and engages board members in their individual and 
collective fundraising roles. 
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Ideal Board Structure Worksheet 

Questions to ask for building your board structure: 

What do our Bylaws state about our board structure, specifically committees? 

Which standing committees should we have and why? 

Which ad hoc committees or task forces should we have and why? 

Who should be on these committees? 

Who should lead these committees or groups? 
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Step 2: Establishing Proper Board Functioning 

Once you have created an Executive Committee and Governance Committee, these two groups should put policies 
and procedures in place that will help the efficient functioning of the Board.  

Task #1: Board Operations Basics 
 prepare a written job description for individual board members 
 develop an annual schedule of board meetings, determined a year in advance 
 Hold committee meetings on off months when the board isn’t meeting, then request a brief, written 

report from each committee due 2 weeks before the board meeting so it can be included in a consent 
agenda. 

 circulate clear and thorough information materials, including an agenda, to all members 
at least one week before each meeting. The meeting agenda should be focused on a) 
decisions that need to be made and b )group discussion of strategic or board 
operational issues. Materials should include the consent agenda and meeting agenda. 

 maintain complete and accurate minutes of all meetings 
 ask each board member to serve on at least one board committee or task force. (For new 

members, one committee assignment is sufficient.) 
 acknowledge members’ accomplishments and contributions in a variety of ways in the  

organization’s newsletter, at meetings, in minutes, etc. 

Task #2: Establishing a board information system 

Establishing and maintaining a board information system is the joint responsibility of the board 
chair, board members, the chief executive, and staff members who work with the board. The 
board should discuss 

 what information it needs to do its job 
 how often it wants this information 
 in what form it needs the information 

Given this board feedback, the staff can establish the content, format, and frequency of 
information it will provide the board. 

Basic ingredients of a board information system 

Every board must decide for itself exactly what information it needs. For most 
organizations, however, the following checklist is a starting point. 

At least one weeks before each board meeting: 

 Agenda – recommend using consent agenda – see below 
 Information about issues for discussion, when appropriate 
 Financial information 
 Committee reports 

At least two weeks before the board meeting at which it is discussed: 
 Annual budget 
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 Audit report 
 Strategic plan 

 
After each board meeting: 

 Minutes 
 Reminder of next meeting 

 
Monthly or Quarterly: 

 Financial report 
 Significant published articles about the organization 

 
Regularly, when appropriate: 

 Memo from chief executive summarizing current activities, accomplishments, and needs 
 Updated material for board handbook 
 Advance copies of publications, brochures, or promotional material 
 Annual report 

 
 Based on this schedule, the Governance Committee can establish a board operations calendar 
 

Using a Consent Agenda and Sample Consent Agenda 
 

“A consent agenda is a board meeting practice that groups routine business and reports into one 
agenda item. The consent agenda can be approved in one action, rather than filing motions on each 
item separately. Using a consent agenda can save boards anywhere from a few minutes to a half 
hour. A consent agenda moves routine items along quickly so that the board has time for discussing 
more important issues.” 

 
“The types of items that appear on a consent agenda are non-controversial items or routine items 
that are discussed at every meeting. They can also be items that have been previously discussed at 
length where there is group consensus. The following items are typically found on a consent agenda: 

 The meeting minutes  
 The financials 
 CEO report 
 Program or committee reports 
 Staff appointments 
 Correspondence that requires no action 
 Perfunctory items-formal approval of items that had much past discussion”  

 
https://www.boardeffect.com/blog/what-is-a-consent-agenda-for-a-board-meeting/ 

 
Sample Meeting Agenda when using Consent Agenda 

 
A. Approval of the Consent Agenda (ask if there are any questions or clarifications needed and 

determine if anything on the consent agenda needs to be moved to the regular agenda for 
discussion).   

 
B. Mission moment/This month’s “Win” (tell an inspirational story; invite a family in to share their 

experience; invite a donor to share why they give; or share about a major achievement for the) 
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C. Update on individual fundraising efforts for the month/period (this provides built-in accountability for 
everyone’s treasure map commitment forms) 

 
D. Discussion of board agenda items 

1. Items that require a decision of the board (create a table that indicates what the discussion topic is, what 
decision needs to be made, etc.) 

 
E. This month’s board operations calendar discussion: ______________ 

 
F. Wrap up, assignments, and next steps 

 
G. Adjourn 

 
 

Task #3: Keep Committees Operating Smoothly 
To encourage smooth functioning of committees, follow these additional steps: 

 Prepare written statements that include committee responsibilities, guidelines, and goals and review/ 
update these at least bi-annually. 

 •Make work assignments according to the background, expertise, and schedule of each committee 
member. 

 •Distribute tasks among members so that everyone participates but no one is overloaded. 
 •Create a system of checks and balances to monitor committee members’ work and assure that 

tasks are completed on schedule. 
 •Assign an appropriate staff member to work with each committee. 
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Board Matrix Worksheet

BBoard Member 
Name AAttributes
Years on Board
Relationships Access to community leaders and groups

Access to grassroots leaders and groups
Access to people with money
Access to the business community
Access to private funders
Other:

Areas of Expertise Public Relations
Finance
Fundraising
Human Resources
Legal
Other:

Sector Business
Education
Philanthropy
Public Sector
Neighborhood/Geographic location
Faith-Based
Other:

Age Over 65
51-65
36-50
20-35

Sex Female
Male

Diversity Caucasian
Non-Caucasian
Other:



 

 

 
Board Orientation Tip List 

 
 Make sure you have a board member job description and list of responsibilities 

prepared. 
 

 Beginning with the first conversation with a prospective member, be up front about board 
member responsibilities and expectations. 
 

 Don’t over or under sell board member expectations when talking with prospects. 
Instead, develop language about the key issues (such a fundraising expectations) that 
everyone feels comfortable using, e.g. “All board members are expected to give an 
annual gift at a level that makes them proud to sit at the table.” Or “We encourage all 
board members to make a gift to our organization that is one of their top three charitable 
donations annually.” 

 
 Share your Case for Support or other standard materials before the orientation.  Make 

sure members know this is “required reading”. 
 

 Be considerate of your Board member’s time.  Keep the orientation as short as 
reasonably possible but sufficiently long enough to answer their burning questions. 
 

 Expect Board members to be prepared for the orientation and don’t belabor information 
they have already received.  Consider creating a “Key Takeaways” summary so 
everyone knows the most important points to remember. 

 
 Don’t assume every board prospect understands how to read financials. Instead, offer 

training on how to read your organization’s financials for all new members.  
 

 Include a tour of your facilities (if applicable) and/or set up a “field trip” to one of your 
program sites soon after the orientation. 

 
 Be honest about what is really happening in your organization so that new members 

don’t feel “blindsided” by crises they weren’t aware of. 
 

 Help new members see how the expertise they bring could be utilized by your 
organization right away.  Ask them to get involved in something as soon as possible. 

 
 Provide a tailored, personalized training on fundraising to help each new member 

identify what resources they bring to your organization. 

 



Annual Board Member Check List 

 Am I making attendance at meetings a priority? 

 Am I prepared for the meetings by reviewing materials or participating in 
committees between meetings? 

 Do I follow through in a timely manner on the things assigned to me? 

 Do I read the financials?  Do I understand them?  Do I ask questions? 

 Do I have a clear understanding of the organization’s vision for itself – both short 
term and long range?  Do I support this vision? 

 What is my plan this year for fulfilling my duty to give or get funds? What is my 
timeline for that plan and have I talked with the CEO or Development Chair? 

 How have I participated in fundraising events this fiscal year? 

 Do I have a plan for volunteering to participate in the direct service programs of 
the organization?  Have I acted on that plan? 

 What is my “elevator speech” about the organization?  When was the last time I 
used it? 

 What beneficial persons or groups have I introduced the CEO to in the past 6 
months? 

 Am I leading, following or just getting in the way? 

 Have I had a conversation recently with my Board Chair about my desire to serve 
as an officer or committee chair? 

 Whom have I found to replace me? 
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