From the Nonprofit Board Chair Seat

A

re you a nonprofit
Board Chair who has a
board development or
management issue, concern
or challenge keeping you up at night
(and who doesn’t)? Let me know. I’ll
try to provide a response that can help
you sleep better. So, please, send your
questions to: mikeb@bwbsolutions.
com. This on-going column is
dedicated to questions and answers
to simple and complex nonprofit
governance challenges.
Question: I’m a new Board Chair
and during our Executive Sessions
(without the CEO at the end of
every board meeting) we have been
discussing: who is the boss of this
place – the CEO or the board?
Answer: Who’s the boss? Over what?
The simple answer, I believe, is that
the Board is indeed the “boss” over
setting and ensuring (AKA) leading,
the direction of the organization.

Board as Leader
In their book, Governance as
Leadership: Reframing the Work of
Nonprofit Boards, Ryan, Taylor and
Chait propose that, “truly leading and
governing involves fulfilling fiduciary
and strategic roles in addition
and more importantly, generative
thinking.”
To be clear, fiduciary involves
fulfilling the duties of care (doing
what any prudent person/group of
people with similar responsibilities
would do in similar situations but
often in the form of compliance),
loyalty (no self-gain) and obedience
looking out for mission. Strategic is
making decisions that are multi-year,
fully informed and results (mission)
focused.
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Ryan et al propose that, “generative
thinking drives all the other processes.
It frames the problems that we solve;
it determines what needs deciding
before we make decisions. Generative
suggests what’s worth a strategy
before we develop a strategic plan.”
They also pose that if boards are not
involved in this generative thinking,
they’re not governing fully, and in
turn, not leading.
All this clarifies on a macroorganizational level what the board is
boss of but it likely does not address
what the board is boss of on a more
day-to-day level. In the June 9, 2014
Board Café , Jan Masaoka offers her
insight about who is the boss.

Board as Boss
Jan Masaoka’s answer to the question,
“who’s the boss: the board or
executive director/CEO?” reveals that
the answer depends on whether the
board is acting as a body or board
members are acting as individuals.
The simple answer is that when the
board acts as a whole, it is the boss
and the executive is answerable
to that body. When members act
individually they typically work at the
direction of staff.
Board members, individually, are
not the boss of anyone except when,
as volunteers, they have been given
the responsibility to coordinate or
supervise: then they report to the staff
but direct those who report to them.
At this point I’ve identified “boss”
as leader. However, Webster offers
that “boss” is a person who exercises
control or authority.
I propose that the concept of leader
does not inherently specify control
and authority and that the board by

necessity does actually have the role of
boss in the context of employer of its
one employee: the Executive Director/
CEO.
A nonprofit board, as a whole
and as a part of its fiduciary
responsibility informed by strategic
and generative governing, hires,
reviews (performance) and can fire its
employee. This means that the board
is formally or technically the Exec’s
boss. But boss does not do full justice
in describing the relationship between
CEO and board.
Jim Collins (Good to Great: Social
Sector) in a Bridgespan e-interview
noted that in the social sectors there is
a much more complicated governance
and power structure (than in
business) where it is rare that a single
individual—not even the nominal
CEO—has enough concentrated
power to make the big decisions by
him or herself. The CEO must be the
architect of the conditions for the
right decisions to happen, through the
power of language and coalition and
shared interests and artful persuasion.
It’s more like being Johnson in the
Senate where you are but one of a
hundred Senators, and if you try to
“lead” the Senate like a corporate
CEO, you will fail.
In recent years the concept of
partnership has been introduced
to describe what should be the
relationship between board and
CEO. I think partnership goes a
long way to describe what can be a
sound apportioning of the leadership
responsibilities between CEO and
board leading to my conclusion that
what we really are
discussing is two relationships:
Partner-Leader and Boss-Leader.
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Board as Partner-Leader
In one relationship, the CEO is the
leading partner, who informs and
influences such that the board can
lead through generative and strategic
thinking and action.
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Solution: Enable wireless security. All wireless routers
include security, but that security must be manually
enabled. Look at the wireless router and write down the
model and serial number. Go to the manufacturer’s Web
site and search for a technical note answering the
question; “How do I enable WEP Security?” Each
router’s ID and password are different. It is beyond the
scope of this document to explain each router, but all
routers include security and the manufacturer’s Web site
will contain a step-by-step instruction for enabling
security. For Dlink routers, the support Web site is
www.dlink.com, for Linksys routers, go to
www.LinkSys.com.

TIP 4: RENAME HIM!

Problem: As shipped, all computers have an
“Administrator” ID. What is worse is, by default, the
Administrator ID has no password. If someone gains
access to your computer or network, they can easily login
to your system. The Administrator ID is very powerful
(Continued on page 17)
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