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Introduction
A distinguishing feature of many public
and voluntary organisations is that they
are governed by voluntary boards.
These boards play an important role in
ensuring the accountability of voluntary
organisations and maintaining public
trust in the sector. Participation on
boards is also an important area of
voluntary activity in its own right. It has
been estimated that approximately half a
million people volunteer as charity
trustees alone (Kirkland and Sargant,
1995).

For a long time, however, the
governance of voluntary organisations
has been regarded as problematic
(Middleton, 1987). As Harris (1999)
notes, voluntary sector staff seldom
seem to be satisfied with the
performance of their boards. Boards
are accused either of meddling in the
affairs of management or conversely of
being not involved enough and serving
a largely symbolic function. There has
also been wider public concern. A
survey by the National Council for
Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) and
the Charity Commission (1992) rather
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alarmingly revealed that many trustees
of charities were not even aware that
they were trustees. In the USA, a
variety of public scandals in the non-
profit sector has raised concern about
the ability of voluntary boards to
supervise management effectively
(Gibelman et al, 1997). Recognising
the need for better information and
support for trustees, the NCVO
established the Trustees Services Unit
in 1993. In response to changing
demands, the Unit in 1998 launched a
new service to assist board
development, focusing on the collective
role of boards.

In the public sector, government
reforms of the 1980s and 1990s
designed to introduce the market and
business practices, with the aim of
improving efficiency, have led to
widespread changes in the governance
structures of public organisations
(Plummer, 1994). One such change
has been the introduction of non-
elected boards, modelled on the
boards of public companies, to oversee
public bodies such as NHS trusts and
Further Education (FE) colleges. In a
somewhat different vein, parents have
been given a bigger role in the
governance of schools at the expense
of political representatives. These
changes have raised concerns about a
possible loss of local public
accountability (Skelcher and Davis,
1995). Also, as in the private sector, a
few notable failures have again raised
concerns about the ability of boards to
oversee management.

One of the most significant attempts to
address these and related problems
was the Nolan Committee’s Second
Report on Standards in Public Life
(Nolan, 1996), which focused on
various local public spending bodies
including further and higher education
colleges, grant maintained schools and
housing associations. A major thrust of
this report was to establish general
principles and standards that such
organisations should aspire to. This
greater emphasis on the codification of
good practice has spread through both
the voluntary and public sectors. For
example, the National Federation of
Housing Associations (NFHA, 1995)
established a code concerning the
governance of housing associations.
More recently, NCVO has put forward a
model code of conduct for trustees
based on the Nolan principles.

Against this background, it is not
surprising that much of the emerging
body of work and literature on
governance has been prescriptive in
nature, trying to set out the
responsibilities of board members and
how they should behave. Much
valuable work has been done in
clarifying the role of governing bodies
and raising awareness among board
members of their responsibilities. Yet
there is often a big gap between these
prescriptions and the reality of
governance revealed by empirical
studies (Herman, 1989; Cornforth,
1996; Murray, 1996; Harris, 1999).
There is a danger that if these
prescriptions do not adequately take
account of the constraints and
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dilemmas that board members face,
they will be found wanting and ignored.

One aim of this research was to help
bridge the gap by examining in detail
how governing bodies worked in
practice. Empirical studies of board
behaviour have been criticised for their
over-reliance upon one source of data -
usually the perceptions of board
members, gathered through interviews
or questionnaires - because of the lack
of any independent confirmation of
actors’ accounts (Peck, 1995). In
particular, there have been few studies
that have managed to ‘get inside the
boardroom’ and actually observe what
happens there. In order to overcome
these weaknesses, this study adopted
a case study methodology drawing on
three different sources: observation of
meetings, actors’ accounts and board
documents. Four cases were
examined: a school and an FE college
from the public sector, and a small
overseas development agency and a
community organisation from the
voluntary sector.

The research examined:

• How each organisation chose and
developed its board members. 

• The contribution that the boards
made and how this added value to
the organisation.

• The relationship between boards and
senior managers and how this
influenced the working of the board.

This paper presents a summary of
some of the main findings from the

research (for a fuller account see
Cornforth and Edwards, 1998). Then,
based on these findings and supporting
evidence from other studies, it makes
recommendations for improving board
performance that take into account
some of the dilemmas and constraints
boards face. First, the four case studies
are described in more detail.

The four cases
The local voluntary organisation (LVO)
The LVO was set up in the UK in the
1970s by a group of volunteers
concerned at the lack of support for
victims of domestic violence in the
area. By 1996, the LVO ran six homes
for families in need of temporary
accommodation, two advice centres
and a telephone advice line. 

In the 1980s, under the influence of its
present chief executive, the LVO
changed from being run as a collective
to a more formal, hierarchically
structured organisation. The LVO’s
board had six directors, a company
secretary and attending representatives
from local housing associations, the
local authority and staff. The board also
served as the trustees required by
charity law. Four staff did most of the
servicing of the board - the chief
executive, her deputy, the finance
officer and the minute-taking
administrative officer - but all other staff
were invited to observe executive
committee meetings. Committee
meetings took place approximately
every six weeks.

The school
The school was a stable and efficiently
run urban primary with approximately



400 pupils that employed one head
teacher, fifteen full-time teaching staff
and various support staff. It was run by
the local education authority (LEA),
which delegated 85 per cent of the
budget to the school to manage. 

Under the 1988 Education Reform Act
and subsequent legislation, the power
of central government in matters of
curriculum, inspection and funding
arrangements increased at the
expense of local authorities’ powers.
There was a parallel increase in the
formal responsibilities of school
governing bodies over matters such as
expenditure, reporting to parents,
producing school development plans
and health and safety. As schools were
given greater autonomy, so the way
that governors are chosen changed. In
the past, a system of political
appointments operated, where most
governors were nominated by the local
authority. 

The changes increased the number of
elected parent governors. There were
sixteen governors, comprising four
elected parent governors, two teacher
governors, five local authority
appointed governors, four co-opted
governors and the head. A number of
the local authority appointed governors
were also parents of children in the
school, so parents were a majority on
the board. The full governing body
normally met once a term, with
agendas averaging seventeen items
and meetings typically lasting two to
three hours. There were five sub-
committees that met more frequently.

The national voluntary organisation
(NVO)
The NVO is an overseas development
charity. It was set up in 1979 to work
with partner organisations in some of
the world’s poorest countries by
providing technological aid and support
appropriate to their needs and
circumstances. The NVO also ran a
development education programme in
the UK and lobbied government and
larger aid agencies. It had seven paid
staff operating from two UK sites. 

The NVO was set up by a group of
volunteers, but in 1995 its founder left.
In 1997 the organisation was in a
period of transition, with the majority of
staff being recent appointments. The
NVO was a membership organisation.
Members elected the seven trustees
(who also acted as directors under
company law). In addition, there were
about seventy local groups affiliated to
the national organisation. Many of the
board members were active in these
local groups. The board of trustees met
approximately four times per annum, in
different locations. There were five
sub-committees, each meeting
between two and four times a year.
There was also an annual weekend
meeting after the AGM for board
members and staff to get to know each
other and to consider strategic issues.

The college
The college provided post-school,
predominantly vocational education
from four principal sites to the young
and adult population of the semi-urban
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county it covered. 

Central government legislation
removed all FE colleges from local
authority control in 1993, and they
were then established as independent
incorporated bodies whose governors
took on responsibilities equivalent to
those of company directors. The
college had an annual budget of about
£25 million, and was funded and
regulated by a government appointed
body, the Further Education Funding
Council (FEFC). The FEFC specifies in
detail how colleges are governed, and
prescribes (with varying degrees of
discretion) what services they may and
may not provide. All colleges are
subject to rigorous FEFC quality
assessments every four years. A
principal (chief executive), supported
by two associate principals and a
matrix of faculty deans and site
managers, managed the college. The
board (or Corporation) consisted of
sixteen members, of whom eight were
independent, three were co-opted, one
was nominated by the local Training
and Enterprise Council (TEC), two
were elected from the staff, one was
elected from the students and one was
the Principal. The board was serviced
by the Clerk to the Corporation, who
was accountable to the board, had
office facilities and attended all
meetings. 

Senior managers attended and
reported to both the full board and
relevant sub-committees. The full
board met six times per annum, and
also outside the formal cycle: typically,

one ‘awayday’ per term to tackle
strategic matters free from the normal
agenda. The sub-committees met to tie
in with the full board cycles and with
key stages in the accounting and
budget-setting cycles. Individual board
members were also tasked to work
with individual managers on particular
issues.

The findings

The ‘recruitment’ of board members
In both the public and voluntary sectors
there has been a strong tradition that
boards should represent or reflect the
communities the organisation serves.
Two different mechanisms have been
used to achieve this end: direct
elections of board members from a
defined constituency, or through key
stakeholders, such as the local
authority, having the right to appoint
members to the board. Over the last
decade, owing in part to the changes in
public policy, there has been a shift in
emphasis towards a more managerial
model of governance, with its stress on
efficiency and effectiveness, and the
competencies that board members
need to fulfil their role effectively. This
creates a major dilemma for voluntary
and non-profit organisations: should
board members be ‘chosen’ for their
expertise, or as representatives of
particular groups? In selecting our case
studies, we deliberately chose
organisations to include those where
most board members were elected or
appointed by external stakeholders (the
NVO and the school) and those where
they were mainly selected (the LVO
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and the college). A number of our
findings have relevance for this
dilemma.

Perhaps surprisingly, the differences
between selected and elected boards
were not as clear-cut as might have
been expected. In all four cases,
irrespective of whether board members
were elected, selected or appointed by
external stakeholders, extensive use
was made of informal networks in order
to find potential board members. In the
NVO, which had an entirely elected
board, positions were often not
contested, so in effect these positions
were filled through an informal selection
process. There is a danger that such
processes are not open or transparent
to outsiders and could lead to a narrow,
closed group of board members. One
governor at the college said:

My only concern is the fact that it’s the
middle aged, middle class, comfortably
off syndrome if you are not careful.
You’re not representing the majority of
the college in that respect . . .
Sometimes I would like to see a bit
more youthful dynamism . . . I feel as
though you’re probably a very narrow
field of people controlling the whole col-
lege.

Senior managers at both the school and
the college felt that the government
changes that reduced or removed
political appointments to their boards
had improved the governance of their
organisations. At the school, parent
governors were seen as more
committed and involved. At the college,
the selection of independent governors

was seen as an opportunity to bring in
new skills and experience from the
business and professional community.
In addition, it was felt that the changes
prevented wider political conflicts being
imported into the governance arena. A
college governor commented:

The old board was not as committed - it
was an extension of the old boy net-
work whose time had passed.
Gradually, we have asserted a more
vigorous role.

Whatever system of choosing board
members is used, there are likely to be
gaps on the board in terms of people
who have particular expertise or who
can reflect the views of important
stakeholders. Co-options and advisers
to the board can often be used to fill
these gaps and achieve a more
balanced composition. Both the NVO
and the school had at different times
co-opted people with accountancy skills
to help improve their financial oversight
of the organisation. However, the
experience of the school also showed
that small organisations could
experience problems in attracting
people with these skills. 

The development of new board
members
At both the school and the college,
board members had access to initial
training in the role and responsibilities
of a board member. In the voluntary
sector, the availability of local training
courses for board members is much
patchier. Some of the members of the
LVO had attended a local course a few
years after they joined the board. At the
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NVO, few opportunities for training were
available locally. Although the training
undertaken was valued, it concentrated
mainly on the legal and financial
responsibilities of board members, and
did little to develop board-level skills or
an understanding of different
approaches to governance: for
example, one school governor who
thought the course was excellent also
felt completely unprepared when she
was asked to take over chairing one of
the board’s sub-committees.

In both the voluntary organisations, the
information available to new or
prospective board members about their
role and responsibilities was non-
existent or very inadequate.
Most board members learn about
governance on the job, through
personal experience. For most of them
it took at least a year to become really
effective. The head of the school
commented:

For any governors it takes the best part
of a year to become fully effective.

This experience was borne out
elsewhere. The most recently elected
governor at the NVO still felt after
eighteen months that he was very much
a ‘new boy’ learning the ropes.

Attention to team building and board
development was important in
developing effective boards. Senior
managers and chairs could play an
important role in encouraging or
discouraging these processes. At the
college, the chair and principal used
informal meetings and governors’

workshops to tackle particular problems
and develop more effective team
working. The NVO held a weekend
meeting after the AGM so that new
board members and staff could get to
know each other, work on team
building and think about strategy. At
the LVO, by contrast, it was the
absence of any opportunities for
review and team building that partly
explained why some board members
felt ineffective and the board relied so
heavily on one long-standing member
and the chief executive. Here, the
chief executive actively discouraged
board members from getting together
outside formal meetings. One board
member reflected:

I would like to discuss roles and have an
afternoon session or something with the
full board, maybe with a facilitator, to
look at how we work and just get to
know each other. Team building, I
suppose.

Another added:

I don’t think there’s any space for us to
review our decision-making process
and whether that could have been
assisted or changed.

The role and contribution of the board 
Garratt (1996) distinguishes between
what he calls the ‘conformance’ and
‘performance’ roles of boards.
Conformance includes supervising
management and accountability to
external stakeholders. Performance
includes policy formulation and strategic
thinking. The achievements of the
boards in each of these areas is
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examined below.

The ability of boards to supervise
management effectively varied quite
widely, depending upon the balance of
power between managers and board
members, the expertise of the board,
and the systems and procedures the
organisation has developed for
monitoring performance. The boards
with the most influence were those of
the college and the NVO. The new
college board was seen as more
powerful than the old board by board
members and the principal, who
observed: 

They are enhancing [this organisation]
in so far as I feel that they have the self-
confidence to sack me. Now that is a
very significant change. 

This power was attributed to the fact
that the board members had both the
expertise and the confidence to
challenge management. An example
was when members of the finance and
general purposes committee refused to
accept managers’ explanations for a
serious shortfall in budgeted income
during the year. Board members felt
knowledgeable and confident enough to
force through a change in both the
information that the board received and
in the organisation’s operational
systems. 

At the LVO and the school, the boards
appeared much weaker and were
hampered by lack of expertise,
particularly about financial matters, and
in the case of the LVO by the poor
quality of management information
available. However, even these

apparently weak boards were still
capable of serving as an occasional
check to managerial power if there was
something they were particularly
unhappy about. This happened at the
school, when the governors refused to
sanction a decision by the head
because they felt he had overstepped
his powers.

In all four cases the boards undertook
two basic functions of financial
monitoring openly and essentially
adequately: routine consideration of
actual income and expenditure against
budget; routine considerations of
projections of future income and
expenditure. However, there was little
evidence that boards contribute to
questions of efficiency. A financial
accounting tradition holds sway over a
management accounting tradition,
resulting in the under-use of methods
that could help boards to assess and
develop the financial performance of the
organisation. However, as might be
expected, larger organisations appear
more able to oversee financial
procedures than smaller ones, who lack
resources, expertise and an awareness
of what is possible. One of the key
factors in the effectiveness of a board’s
contribution to financial issues is the
financial expertise of both the board
members and the managers who report
to them. Board members with
accountancy and/or financial
management experience can make a
real difference to an organisation’s
capacity to define a financial role for the
board, generate appropriate financial
information, and then to understand and
use it. Conversely, where board
members lack this expertise, managers
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may be required to devote a substantial
amount of time simply to explaining
financial information.

All the organisations fulfilled their
statutory responsibilities concerning
accountability: filing accounts with the
appropriate authorities, holding AGMs,
producing annual reports etc. However,
few of the boards had explicitly thought
through their accountability and how it
could best be achieved. At the college
some board members recognised this:

The Corporation is the mechanism for
bringing together the multiple
accountabilities of the College to the local
community, but it’s yet to develop . . .

At the LVO the situation was confused. It
used to hold annual general meetings for
interested parties. But as it is not a
membership organisation, it had decided
to stop these. Apart from the NVO, few of
the organisations had very developed
strategies for communicating with
stakeholders. Perhaps the existence of
boards meant that management did not
give a high priority to issues of
stakeholder consultation and involvement
- if the board is there, why is there a
need? There is a paradox here. Boards
do provide one vehicle for accountability,
but may relieve management from the
responsibility of addressing this issue in
other ways.

The contribution that boards made to
policy and strategy varied between the
organisations. At both the college and
the NVO the boards made an important
contribution to strategy, but at the school
and the LVO they contributed much less.
The size of the contribution was

influenced by a complex interplay of
factors: the system of regulation, sectoral
traditions, board members’ skills and
experience, size of organisation, and the
way governance function was managed
(for a detailed discussion see Cornforth
and Edwards, 1999). In all the
organisations, but particularly the school
and the NVO, there was a drift towards
dealing with operational issues. Three
factors were important in this tendency.
In both organisations, agendas for board
meetings consisted of a long,
unstructured list of items. There was no
attempt to prioritise items of importance,
or to distinguish items that were for
report from those requiring decisions. As
a result, the boards were often unclear
about where it would be most profitable
to concentrate their efforts. Secondly,
boards received detailed information and
reports from sub-committees and from
managers that did not make much effort
to draw out what were the main
implications for the board. Thirdly, some
board members or staff tended to go into
great detail when giving reports to the
board, perhaps because they felt the
need to justify the decisions made.
However, the college (and to a lesser
extent the NVO) showed that the
strategic contribution of boards could be
enhanced by deliberately setting aside
time at regular intervals to review
strategy, away from the routine business
of board meetings, and by careful
attention to agenda setting and chairing
board meetings.

Apparently excessive attention to
operational matters does not necessarily
mean that governance serves no useful
purpose. There is a safeguard in having
a board separate from management that
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has some knowledge of and commitment
to the organisation. It may also add value
in other ways: for example, by supporting
management, helping to legitimise
difficult decisions, and acting as a link
with important stakeholders.

Relations with senior managers or staff
It is far easier for managers than for
boards to exercise real power in non-
profit and public organisations, because
of their operational knowledge,
professional expertise and control of
information and agendas for meetings.
This was perhaps most apparent at the
school and the LVO, where the head and
chief executive largely controlled the
agenda and what information went to the
board. Two quotes from members of
each of the boards illustrate this point:

We do feel that at present he has a
powerful say. Governors fall in behind
him rather than discuss matters fully and
properly. Often the time pressure of the
agenda limits debate. The head puts
situations verbally at the meetings and
things go through on the nod. It’s not
necessarily healthy to be always leaving
things to the head’s professional view.

We board members . . . who are not part
of the organisation, are so dependent on
[staff] for the information and the
understanding of what is going on, that it
is almost like guiding and ratifying what
they are proposing rather than much
initiative coming from us.

In contrast, the college had moved from
a position of dominance by the principal
to one of a partnership with a much more
powerful board. These changes had the
support of the principal, who saw the

increase in the board’s power as a way
of sharing some of his responsibilities:

Up until a year ago [the board] was oper-
ating in the old style . . . essentially
advising the principal . . . the Corporation
members now truly exercise a sense of
responsibility as owners.

This change was attributed partly to the
new legal powers of the board, but in
particular to the recruitment of new board
members with relevant professional and
senior management skills. At the NVO,
the long-term involvement of many board
members with the organisation and its
past history of collective working meant
that board members were knowledgeable
about many aspects of the organisation’s
work. In addition, a number of the board
members brought outside managerial or
business experience. The board’s
expertise and knowledge of the
organisation meant that it could exercise
considerable influence.

The two principal conditions for boards to
exercise power seem to be, first, that the
board contains members with relevant
skills and experience (for example, in
management or finance) and second,
that management welcomes and/or
expects boards to make an important
contribution.
Research suggests that relations
between board members and staff are
often fraught and characterised by
tension and ambiguity, because of the
interdependence of staff and boards and
the difficulty of clearly separating roles
(Middleton, 1984; Harris, 1999). Harris
(1993) suggests that the best way
forward is for organisations to recognise
the inevitability of these tensions and for
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boards and staff explicitly to negotiate
their respective involvement in different
organisational activities. These tensions
were demonstrated to some degree in
all the organisations, but they were most
obvious at the NVO. The NVO board
through its sub-committee structure had
a history of being involved in the
detailed planning of various operational
areas within the organisation. This
position was challenged when a new 
co-ordinator arrived. One board member
described relations as:

In a state of flux, because . . . the new
co-ordinator’s . . . come in with very
different ideas about how roles should
be apportioned. In the past, directors
tended to stick their fingers in almost
any pie they felt like, and certainly there
was a lot of resentment by staff, who felt
that the staff should be allowed to get
on with their bit and the directors should
jolly well give a general overview and
then let the staff get on. [The new co-
ordinator] is very keen on defining . . .
what is policy and what is operations,
and that she has to get on with the
operational bit and we [the board]
should shut up.

As a result, the different roles of the
board and staff were being opened up
for discussion and new patterns of
working relationship were beginning to
be established, but not without some
tensions and difficulties. In particular,
there was recognition that it was not
easy to separate policy from operational
decisions.

There is a permanent tension between
board members having too much
information and too little information,

both of which can hamper effective
governance. This was nicely illustrated
at the school. On the one hand there
was a feeling that governors had to
wade through too much information:

We get the agenda, and with the agen-
da we get all the minutes of the previ-
ous meetings. We get any papers that
have come from County. We get all the
draft policies. I think it wasn’t so much
the fact that we get those, but then we
get them all again for the full governors’
meeting. But then, if you haven’t sat on
the curriculum committee, you need to
know what those policy documents are.
So we do get wads of it to wade
through.

On the other hand, when the head did
not circulate a policy document that had
been revised by a sub-committee, the
governors objected:

It didn’t really feel that we ought to be
passing a policy without having the full
policy documents available - passing it
from the full governors’ meeting, even if a
sub-committee had looked into it and
passed it. Somebody said, ‘Well, no, if as a
governor I’m putting my name to it at the
full meeting, I want to see the whole poli-
cy.’
There was also a concern, particularly in
the college, that the board did not
always get the right sort of information.
There was a general consensus that the
information should be less in volume
and more geared towards the needs of
the board. In particular, more
information was required that would
allow the organisation’s performance to
be compared with that of other colleges.
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Conclusions and recommendations
The cases show that governance can
be carried out in a variety of different
ways. No one model of governance will
be suitable for all circumstances.
However, the cases do suggest a
number of factors linked to the effective
performance of voluntary boards. The
first, not surprisingly, concerns the
competence of board members
themselves. To be effective, board
members need relevant skills and
experience and the will to use their
formal power. In some of the cases we
saw board members who were unsure
of their expertise or lacked an
understanding of key issues such as
finance, and as a result took a back
seat on their board. Second is the
relationship between the board and
chief executive. The most effective
boards were those where the
relationship was characterised by quite
a high degree of trust and openness,
and where the chief executive
welcomed the board taking an active
and sometimes challenging role. A third
factor was how the governance function
was managed. The most effective
boards were those where the board and
senior staff had explicitly thought
through the role of the board and how it
should be serviced and managed.

This last point brings us to the paper’s
recommendations. Whilst there may be
no one model of governance, the
research does suggest that
organisations that are aware of some of
the tensions and dilemmas of
governance, and have consciously
thought them through with management,
are more likely to be effective. The
recommendations that follow are

designed to encourage and aid this
process.

1. Boards and senior management need
periodically to review their respective
roles and the contribution they make to
governance in the light of the
constraints they face.
One of the key dilemmas that board
members face is that, in law, they have
extensive responsibilities, yet they carry
out their job in a voluntary capacity,
which means that they can often devote
only limited time to it. Hence it is
important for board and senior
managers to examine explicitly what
functions they think governance involves
in their organisation and how each of
the parties will contribute to carrying
them out. Harris (1993) advocates a
similar approach and provides a
methodology for doing this. A useful
question for all boards to ask
periodically is, ‘How do we add value to
the organisation?’ Often the most
problematic areas are strategy and
policy-making. Because they have
greater operational knowledge, it may
be more realistic for senior management
to play the lead role in policy and
strategy formulation, rather than pretend
that the board can perform this function.
Regular review can help boards and staff
to clarify their respective responsibilities,
and enable boards to identify the areas
where they can add real value to the
organisation.

2. Board members need to clarify with
staff what degree of involvement within
the organisation is appropriate.
Another common dilemma for board
members concerns their degree of
involvement in the organisation. If they
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become too involved, they may interfere
with management in the operational
aspects of running the organisation. On
the other hand, if they are too detached,
or solely reliant on the chief executive
for information, they may not know
whether the organisation is being well
run and be unable to supervise
management effectively. We observed
various ways in which organisations
have sought to involve board members
effectively: for example, through board
sub-committees involving board
members and staff, linking board
members with particular staff, or giving
board members a watching brief over a
particular area of an organisation’s
work.

3. Boards need to review periodically
how they can achieve an appropriate
mix of skills and experience among
members.
Boards are often expected to serve both
a political function, representing the
interests of the public and other
stakeholders, and a managerial
function, as a top level of management.
In order to carry out these functions
effectively, boards must contain the right
mix of skills and experience. Each of
the main methods of ‘recruiting’ board
members has its strengths and
weaknesses. Boards need to consider
whether they are getting the right mix of
members, and if not, how their methods
of recruiting can be improved. Some
organisations are making use of
advertising and formal selection
procedures to improve the pool of
candidates from which board members
can be drawn and to ensure that the
best candidates are selected. Others
are employing professional recruitment

firms or brokerage services to find
suitable board members (NCVO, 1998).
Co-options and advisers can also be
used to get a better balanced and better
informed board. As organisations grow
and change, the types of skills and
experience needed on the board are
likely to change, so it is important that
these matters are reviewed periodically.

4. The chair and chief executive must
ensure that board development is on
the board’s agenda.
Because board members are volunteers
with limited time, and senior managers
are busy people, there is a tendency for
board meetings to focus exclusively on
the business in hand. As a result,
matters such as team building or board
development are often overlooked, to
the detriment of board performance and
board/management relations. In theory,
it is the responsibility of the chair to
ensure the maintenance and
development of the board. In practice,
the chief executive is often better
placed to ensure that this happens
(Drucker, 1990). Consequently, board
effectiveness is likely to be enhanced if
chairs and chief executives consider
their respective responsibilities for
board development and make sure that
this item remains on the board’s
agenda.

5. Many chairs and chief executives
need to give a higher priority to the
management of the governance func-
tion.
In all the cases there was a tendency
for boards to drift towards detailed
consideration of operational matters,
which can result in too little time being
given to considering strategic and policy
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issues of longer term importance. This
tendency can be reduced if chairs and
chief executives spend time before
meetings thinking through what are the
important items for the board to discuss
and drawing up structured agendas that
prioritise important items and provide
clear direction to the board. They also
need to keep under review the
information needs of boards: whether the
information provided relates to the
adopted role and priorities of the board;
whether too little information is preventing
board members from being properly
informed; or whether too much is
hampering their ability to identify the
significant issues. The review should also
consider whether other, less formal
means of finding out about the
organisation are required, such as site
visits, informal meetings or links with
other members of staff. These informal
means of keeping in touch were highly
valued in a number of the cases, and
appeared to help board members make
better informed decisions.
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