
Not-for-Profit Industry
Top Six Ways a Board Can Help Its CEO

Board members have a lot of  responsibility to the 
organization they represent, to the community for 
which they are stewards of  the nonprofit’s resources, 
and also to the organization’s CEO. The CEO’s 
success is tied closely to the support he or she 
receives from the board. How can individual board 
members support their CEO’s success? 

1. ASK
Who knows better how the board can help the 
organization than the CEO? But a CEO often hesitates 
to make assignments to individual board members. CEOs 
appreciate being asked by board members how they can 
contribute their time. This explicit offer of  help is very 
powerful; it also quickly dispels any concerns the CEO may 
have that he or she is imposing on a board member’s time. 
A conversation about the needs of  the organization and 
how those needs mesh with the talents of  different board 
members is a healthy way to assure the best fit is in place, 
a fit that values board members’ time, maximizes their 
contributions, and focuses very specifically on the needs of  
the organization.

As logical as this approach seems, it doesn’t happen often 
enough. How many times has a board member drifted 
away from an organization because there have been general 
calls to action by the CEO that didn’t seem to apply to 
that board member’s abilities, leading the board member to 
assume falsely he or she was not really needed.

2. STAY OUT 
Perhaps one of  the top ways a board member can help 
the CEO is to stay out of  the management of  the 
organization—that is what the CEO is paid to do. Almost 
every CEO has horror stories of  a well-meaning board 
member who did not understand the difference between 
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management (which is a staff  responsibility) and 
governance (which is where the board should be involved). 
Each and every time a board member intervenes, it not 
only undermines the CEO’s authority but creates a 
situation that takes hours and hours to repair.

Board members rightfully take pride in an organization, 
feel a degree of  ownership of  it, and can even feel they 
have contributed to its success.. But the board’s 
responsibility is fiduciary and strategic and should not 
extend to daily operations. When board members start 
getting into which staff  members the CEO should hire 
or fire or try to manage staff  members, they have crossed 
the line. If  there is something truly egregious happening, 
the board needs to address it with the CEO. The CEO is 
the only staff  member who is the board’s responsibility; all 
other employees and volunteers are the CEO’s 
responsibility. If  things are truly going south, the board’s 
intervention should end with changes at the CEO level.
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3. SHOW UP
A very obvious and easy thing each board member can do is to show up at all the 
meetings, events, fundraisers, etc. for the organization. While this seems apparent, 
many board members think it applies to other members of  the board, but not to 
them. Every board member needs to set a leadership example by attending these 
public and private gatherings. Each absence is noticed, if  not physically, at least 
mentally by other board members, staff, internal stakeholders, and members of  the 
public. By not showing up a board member sends the message that the event was 
not important enough for him or her to be at and by extension that the 
organization is not important enough to support.

4. PROVIDE 
Board members can provide an invaluable service by giving candid feedback on 
how well he or she is performing. There should be a formal, annual, data-driven 
evaluation process that is also tied to compensation. The process should solicit 
input from all board members, even if  the executive committee or a designated 
compensation committee meet with the CEO to provide the evaluation. But in 
addition to the formal process, a CEO benefits from informal feedback 
throughout the year. As should be true for any employee, there should be no 
surprises during the CEO evaluation process. If  a situation has been an issue 
during the year, it should have been addressed at some point and not come out of  
the blue at the time of  the evaluation. Additionally, board members are invaluable 
professional development resources for the CEO and should contribute to the 
CEO’s development throughout the year.

5. DELIVER 
Board members should respect the social contract: if  they commit to doing 
something, they should follow up and do it. One of  the most demoralizing things 
that can happen in the workplace is for a boss to commit to do something, then 
not follow through. The same thing occurs when a board member commits to 
make a new contact, follow up on a lead, participate in a meeting with a donor, or 
give personally to the organization. The CEO should not need to follow up with 
or nag a board member to complete a task he or she has committed to. Again, this 
seems self-evident, yet failure to deliver happens frequently, putting the CEO in 
a tenuous position. There may be extreme cases where the board member cannot 
fulfill an obligation; that should be communicated to the CEO and an alternate 
course of  action agreed upon. Otherwise each board member needs to deliver.
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6. LISTEN
Board members need to practice active listening with the CEO and fellow board 
members. Each board seems to have a member who jumps out and offers their 
solution before everyone has had an opportunity to listen to the challenge and 
consider potential solutions. Generally, the group conversation uncovers nuances 
and additional information that are important in determining the best course of  
action to take. Listening, reflecting, and only then offering solutions is the best way 
for board members to help the CEO determine the best course of  action. 

The success of  a nonprofit is due to the successful partnership of  an effective 
board and strong CEO. Each board member can take personal responsibility in 
contributing to the organization’s success. These six actions will go a long way to 
increasing the board member’s contribution.

The preceding is an article by Bill Hoffman, CEO, of  Bill Hoffman & Associates, LLC, a consulting firm with 
national-level independent sector expertise in educational engagement strategies, on profit leadership transitions, and 
organizational and board development. 
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