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Purpose

• Review general principles and characteristics of 
high performing boards and why they matter 

• Invite you to reflect on where Mental Health 
Board is after one year

• NOT applying to particular action or decision
• NOT one size fits all, not dogma
• No one way to achieve an effective board



Accepted Standards for Board 
Operation

• Members show up for meetings
• They have a personal interest
• Provide critical capital—

– Intellect
– Reputation
– Resources
– Access



Effective Boards By the Numbers

• Seven characteristics
• Six skills sets needed
• Five empirical findings
• Four rules of order
• Three remaining realities
• Two main approaches
• One recommendation



Seven Characteristics of An Effective 
Board

AN EFFECTIVE BOARD
1. Is  mission centered
2. Approaches board work professionally
3. Focuses time and attention on strategic issues
4. Views the board composition as strategic
5. Uses self assessment to learn rather than 

criticize 
6. Knows its value to the organization
7. Has a strong relationship with the Exec. 



Six Skill Sets of Effective Boards

• Strategic
• Contextual
• Analytical
• Political
• Educational
• Interpersonal



Skill Sets Needed
Strategic
• How well does this board help envision and shape direction and ensure a 

strategic approach to its future?

Contextual
• To what extent are the board’s decisions guided by a clear, shared 

understanding of the mission, culture and values?

Analytical
• To what extent does this board recognize complexities and subtleties in 

the issues it faces and does the board draw on multiple perspectives to 
discuss complex problems and synthesize appropriate responses?

Source: Thomas P Holland, Roger A Ritbo, Anthony Kovner American Hospital Publishing of Chicago,Improving Board 
Effectiveness: Practical Lessons for Nonprofit Healthcare Organizations



Skill Sets Needed (2)
Political
• To what extent does this board accept as one of its primary responsibilities 

the need to develop and maintain healthy relationships among key 
constituents and how well does it carry out these responsibilities.?

Educational
• To what extent does the board take steps to ensure that members are well 

informed about the organization, the professions within it, and the boards 
roles responsibilities and performance?

Interpersonal
• How well does the board nurture development of its members as a group, 

attend to the boards collective welfare and foster a sense of 
cohesiveness?

Source: Holland et al.



Five Empirical Findings on
characteristics of effective boards

Success depends on:
1. Strategic decision making
2. Trust and cooperation 
3. Constructive challenge
4. Effective chairs
5. Stable leadership



Four Rules of Order

1. Rules should establish order. 

2. Rules should be clear. 

3. Rules should be user-friendly. 

4. Rules should enforce the will of the majority 
while protecting the rights of the minority. 



Three Remaining Realities

1. Confusion, tension and differences of opinion 
are normal

2. It’s a balancing act; more easily said than 
done

3. Simpler in theory than in practice



Goal
Focus
Approach
Result

1. Agency Theory
Avoid problems
Short term 
Manage
Conform

2. Stewardship Theory
Improve future performance
Long term  
Govern
Transform

External 
Focus

Accountability
Assuring external accountabilities
are met for stakeholders, funders, 
and regulators

Policy Formation
Setting and safeguarding the 
mission and values
Deciding long term goals
Assuring appropriate systems and 
policies are in place

Internal 
Focus

Supervision
Monitoring key performance 
indicators, key financial and 
budgetary controls
Overseeing management  
performance

Strategic Thinking
Agreeing on strategic direction
Shaping and agreeing on long term 
plans 
Reviewing and deciding major 
resource decisions and investments

Two Choices on Board Theory
(adaptation of Garrett, 1997)



One recommendation

1. Commit to an annual review and discussion of       
board performance.



“Good board governance can’t be legislated,
but it can be built over time.” 

What Makes Great Boards Great
Jeffrey Sonnenfeld, Harvard Business Review

Thank you
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