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Introduction
Finding, cultivating and orienting board members is no small task. Strong boards 
understand that a focus on new members requires a clear understanding and 
commitment to the notion of governance—not management (the role of staff) 
as well as stewardship, dedication and consistency. Unfortunately, there is often 
a space between what nonprofits know they should do and the reality of what 
occurs. Remember the ultimate goal: to establish a high-functioning board that 
provides a wealth of resources through stability, income, credibility and labor. 

The process of creating the culture of the board is the province of a standing 
committee on governance and leadership development.  Its charge is to establish 
the basic responsibilities of nonprofit board members which include:
• determining the organization’s mission and purposes;
• selecting the executive;
• supporting the executive and reviewing his/her performance;
• ensuring effective organizational planning;
• monitoring and strengthening programs and services;
• providing adequate financial resources and stewarding the relationships of 

those who fund the organization;
• protecting assets and providing financial oversight;
• building a competent board—particularly by replacing themselves;
• ensuring legal and ethical integrity; and
• enhancing the organization’s public image.
 
Organizations with compelling missions represented by weak leaders face an 
uphill battle.  However, the converse is true as well: you can achieve whatever 
you can conceive if the leaders are passionate. The bottom line is that people are 
ultimately more important than the mission: donors and funders are considerably 
more likely to invest their charitable dollars when they believe in and are inspired 
by an institution’s leadership.

How can you best motivate leadership to do the things they may least be inclined 
to do? 

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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The single major factor behind most successful enterprises is a pervasive sense 
of optimism.  Nonprofit organizations succeed when people believe they will        
succeed. Optimism has to originate with the board: those who have to impart the 
sense of inevitable success to the community. If there are leaders who can do that 
with integrity and passion, your organization will be more likely to thrive.

This guide is designed to help you achieve maximum success—whether you are a 
new start-up organization or about to celebrate your centennial.  It will help you 
consider the current state of your board, highlight gaps and areas for improvement 
as well as find paths to ensure you create a successful and cohesive working group. 
The chapters and worksheets are designed to help everyone – whether you need a 
few touchups or a complete overhaul. The limits are only in the amount of effort 
you are willing to put into the process.
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How To Use This Book 

1. While this is an e-book, you may want to print it, or at least some pages. While 
we like to promote “green” living, this book is filled with worksheets and 
checklists. Don’t be afraid to pull out a pen and get to work.

2. This is not a book for one person. One person can lead the charge but 
organizational change requires support from individual committees and the 
board as a whole. 

3. This book advocates detailed preparation at every step of every process. In 
doing so, it promotes openness, communication, shared values, intentionality, 
and respect among all those engaged in supporting nonprofits.

4. If following the book’s approach requires major changes in your organization 
consider changing it one piece at a time. For example, this quarter establish 
a governance and leadership committee; next quarter, engage the board in 
prospective board member identification brainstorming.

5. All worksheets and form titles are italicized within this workbook.

6. If you would like help establishing or assessing your current practices, please 
email me at david@merskyjaffe.com today. 

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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It’s All About Leadership:
Your Current Board

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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Chapter 1. The Need for a Governance & Leadership Development Committee

If you are reading this book you are, in all likelihood, either currently serving on a board or you 
are staff at a nonprofit. Perhaps you are even taking charge of ensuring your governing board is the 
best it can be. While this task can seem overwhelming, the best place to start is by examining your 
current structure and board composition to determine its strengths and weaknesses. 

Structure
Each chapter and worksheet in this book is designed to help you move your organization toward 
a more mature place with regard to its board. There are sections on Identification, Cultivation, 
Orientation and more but they are all guided by the principle that you understand the essentials 
of governance and leadership development. Additionally, you need to designate, within your 
organization, who will be responsible for the execution of a new plan to achieve best practices in 
nonprofit governance. 
Many organizations assign new board member considerations to an ad-hoc nominating committee, 
but that is only one piece of assuring the future strength of the enterprise for years to come. Instead, 
to achieve true effectiveness, a standing committee on governance and leadership development 
should operate on a year-round basis. What will this committee do?

• Assess the current makeup of your board.
• Propose criteria for and select prospective board members.
• Cultivate a confidential, cumulative, ongoing list of prospective board members. 
• Recruit prospective candidates.
• Present candidates to the board for approval.
• Orient new members to their responsibilities.
• Involve members in the life and work of the board.
• Recognize their achievements.
• Plan for individual board member’s self-assessment and an annual board evaluation.
• Create opportunities for personal development through retreats and education at each board 

meeting.

The correlation between this list and the table of contents of this book is no coincidence. The 
committee on governance and leadership development works as the overseer of a core responsibility 
of the board as a whole–to replace themselves and ensure the longevity of the nonprofit.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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In addition, the committee on governance and leadership development is charged with reviewing  
the basic responsibilities of nonprofit board members. These include:

• determining the organization’s mission and purposes;
• selecting the executive;
• supporting the executive and review his/her performance;
• ensuring effective organizational planning;
• monitor and strengthening programs and services;
• providing adequate financial resources;
• protecting assets and providing financial oversight;
• building a competent board; 
• ensuring legal and ethical integrity; and
• enhancing the organization’s public image.

The number of members on the committee, or the board, may vary from organization to 
organization but the essentials remain the same.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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Chapter 2. Seven Essential Elements of a Strong Board Structure

Assessing your board requires a two-pronged approach, examining your board structure as well as 
the individuals who compose your board. Your goal should be to provide the framework that will 
enable the individuals and the board, in its entirety, to be successful. This will, in turn, provide your 
nonprofit with the capacity to fulfill its mission and ensure stability and sustainability–now and into 
the future. 
The formal aspects that provide a nonprofit organization’s structure create the board’s culture and 
the framework for the organization’s success. Here are seven essential elements of a strong 
organization.

1. By-laws. By-laws are the organization’s constitution. Your by-laws need to specify each of the 
following elements:

• Purpose
• Size of the board and how it will function
• Roles and duties of officers and directors
• Rules and procedures for holding meetings, electing directors, appointing officers and 

terms of service
• Staff
• Committees
• Conflict of interest policies and procedures
• Amendments
• Dissolution

By-laws are not public documents, but making them readily available increases your                 
accountability and transparency and encourages your board to pay closer attention to them. 
Your board should review them regularly and amend them accordingly as your organization 
evolves.
Please note: by-laws are very specific for each organization, so you will want to draft them to 
meet your own nonprofit’s needs.

2. Staff Partnership. The relationship between volunteers who serve on the board with the 
staff who lead and manage the day-to-day operations of any organization goes to the heart 
of what a successful enterprise is all about.  The board as noted, in the previous chapter, sets 
policy and assures that the resources are available for the staff to fulfill the organization’s 
mission and strive to achieve its vision.  Strong, empowered staff attract great boards.  Micro-
managed staff soon leave an organization and leave the board looking through the wrong end 
of the telescope never able to see nor achieve the big picture. 

3. Budget. The board needs a budget that shows the resources are needed to ensure high-
quality service. A committee on budget and finance is responsible for managing the resources 
effectively. This is not a charge to drill down and look at individual choices made by staff, but 
rather an overview of resources.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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4. Board Design. Every governing board must have a design for the number of members, 
characteristics desired, roles, functions, terms, obligations, responsibilities, and personal/        
collective accountability. The specifics can be determined based on past experience as well as 
anticipated needs and capacity.
Many boards choose to examine board design through a larger leadership and governance 
assessment. For instance, aspects like the size of board can have a significant impact on the     
personal accountability so it is impossible to look at one piece without looking at the whole 
puzzle.

If you are interested in learning how Mersky, Jaffe & Associates’ Organizational & Development     
Assessment can help you examine your nonprofit, through an MJA analysis to guide your organization 
to execute best practices email david@merskyjaffe.com.

5. Board Management. The board needs to be managed (e.g., jobs assigned, deadlines set, 
work assessed). This task should be assigned to the committee on governance and leadership 
development of which the board chairperson or executive director are ex-officio members. 

6. Orientation. Most volunteer leaders need preparation to become dedicated, articulate public 
advocates of the mission and services of the organization. Your guidance, from the beginning, 
will enhance board member’s understanding of the organization, as well as, make clear your 
expectations of each of them. Setting the stage for success includes orientation meeting(s), 
providing mentoring, written expectations and aiding each individual to choose the ways in 
which he or she can help the nonprofit. 

Further details can be found in the chapter on Orientation on page 40.

7. Board Chairperson. The chairperson is a member of the board, not its sole authority. The 
chairperson guides the agenda and provides leadership to help shape the organization’s 
priorities. The chairperson should have the following characteristics:

Demonstrated leadership potential. Leadership capacity is crucial in times of tension as well 
as when matters are routine. The leadership of a board of trustees requires executive finesse, 
patience, humility, conviction, parliamentary skill, fairness, and concern for constructive 
board functions. The possession of leadership capacity is a talent; its use is a skill. 

Student of nonprofits. Chairpersons must be interested in, concerned for, and understanding 
of nonprofits in all regards.

Knowledge of the organization. Chairpersons must know their organization’s nature, people, 
programs, problems, and potential. Only then can leadership talent and skills be              
inspirational and directive for the board and the entire constituency.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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Systems thinker. Chairpersons must interpret the forces and issues which may deter the 
organization from fully realizing its purposes. They must be aware of the possible effects of 
economic, political or demographic shifts on the organization so that they can prepare to 
respond proactively.

Intestinal fortitude. Chairpersons may have to live with unpopular decisions, recalcitrant 
executive directors, loquacious trustees, and difficult people. This is where the personal 
attributes of fairness, respect, and understanding come into play. 

Respect for board structure. Chairpersons must respect and utilize the structure of the board. 
For example, committees should be allowed to study policies, proposals, and evaluations 
in order to draft recommendations for the board. Once a decision is taken by the board,        
implementation of policy becomes the responsibility of the executive director. Shortcuts 
in this process are counterproductive. They frustrate the intent and practice of committee    
functions, disenfranchise individual trustees, and dissuade members from taking their role 
seriously.

Manager and dreamer. Chairpersons must manage their board and dream of what the board 
and organization may become. Unless boards can manage their own destinies, they cannot 
manage the institution. Effective boards of trustees do not “just happen.” Their validity and 
vitality result from conscious management direction. 

“And one element that weakens the board.”

Executive committees of nonprofit organizations were originally designed to act on behalf of 
a board in urgent situations. Those decisions would then be reviewed by the full board.  But, 
in fact, this is not an “essential element of a strong board structure.”

More recently, executive committees have taken on all the “rights and privileges” of the full 
board.  This tends to marginalize the Board itself and reduce it to a “rubber stamp” of the 
executive committee’s pre-digested recommendations and actions.. The executive committee, 
however, was never intended to replace or diminish the full board. The board, itself, is the 
responsible body, under state law, for the organization and all its actions. 

As for emergencies, the original rationale for the need for an executive committee, in this day 
and age of conference call, SKYPE, webinars and email, there is nothing that should prevent 
a full board being convened within hours to address any urgent circumstance.  

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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All the other reasons that you can think of to empower an executive committee only serve to 
communicate the relative unimportance to all the board members who are not part of that 
Star Chamber.  

• Confidential consultation with the CEO should not be for an Executive Committee but 
with an existing committee of the board, and individual member of the board or an ad 
hoc group that has special expertise to address the issue.

• The board chair and CEO should set the agenda of the board; there is no need to have the 
officers and key committee chairs meet to set an agenda.  What a waste of time!

• The performance appraisal of the CEO should be performed by someone who has real 
expertise in human resources who9 gathers input in conversation with key members of the 
board and staff who work most closely with the CEO.

Most of what an executive committee does should be done by the board itself.  If you do not 
let the board fulfill its responsibilities—if you create a “shadow board”—then how can you 
possibly expect members of the board to fulfill their most important functions—give and get 
others to do likewise.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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Chapter 3. Assessing the Individuals on Your Current Board

Do you know your current board members?

It is easy to assess the general composition of your board. Desired demographics and skill sets are 
likely reflected in its make-up, whether deliberately or unconsciously. A truly successful and strong 
nonprofit board will do an in depth analysis to fully understand its current capacity. 

Different types of board members are needed at different stages in the organization’s life. As the 
organization evolves and its circumstances change, you may need to involve board members with 
specific skills, backgrounds, and contacts different from those of your current board.

For instance, a particularly critical point in an organization’s life involves the transfer of 
responsibility from the founders to the next generation of leaders. Bringing anxiety and excitement 
in equal measure, the process requires a deep understanding of the resources the organization 
will lose when its founders’ roles change. These concerns may include financial resources, donor 
connections, or general stability. Addressing the “losses” helps provide critical information as 
the organization identifies and works to implement what can be gained in the energy, skills, and 
motivation of new leadership. 

Another phase may involve the change from a “community” or “working” board to a higher-profile 
“fundraising” board. The latter may include more visible leaders from the community and elsewhere. 

Of course, many boards want to understand their strengths and weaknesses when they are not in 
crisis and have the time to focus on integrating best practices. All will benefit from a self-assessment.  

When assessing your current board, start by considering: 
• Which individuals are you grateful to have serving on your board? Why?
• Who is working well, who is being under-utilized, and who is feeling over-taxed?
• Are there board members who did not work out as well as you would have hoped? What  

could the leadership have done differently to help them succeed? 
• What additional qualities, skills, strengths, and backgrounds would you find helpful in 

carrying out your nonprofit’s mission at this time? Why?

Answering these questions will help you create an agency-specific Board Matrix (a sample Board 
Matrix can be found on the next page). Once you understand your dynamics, you can analyze your 
board’s strengths, gaps, and projected needs and your committee on governance and leadership 
development will be ready to identify prospective board members.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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The Board Profile Matrix 

Most organizations strive for a diverse board, but what does diversity mean? It will be different for 
each organization, but general considerations include: race, gender, age, education, professional 
experience, volunteer expertise, and financial means. Nonprofits can also consider the people served 
by the nonprofit, the population in the surrounding area, and the kind of diversity that will provide 
you with a wide-reaching perspective. 

We often hear about surprising discoveries made during this process. It seems that there are almost 
always untapped resources within your current board, simply because no one knew the board 
member had that experience or this expertise. Of course, the opposite is also true, organizations 
often uncover large gaps, simply because it is easy to ignore when no one is looking for holes.  

The governance and leadership development committee (we repeat: ideally a standing committee 
of the board) can ask board members to fill out a worksheet or take the time to be interviewed, but 
everyone’s participation is necessary to assess the full picture of the organization. 

How You Can Engage New Board Members



- 16 -Mersky, Jaffe & Associates

B
oa

rd
 P

ro
fi

le
 M

at
ri

x

©
  M

er
sk

y, 
Ja

ffe
  &

 A
sso

cia
tes

Pa
ge

 1

11 22 33 44 55 66 77 88 99 1010 1111 1212 1313 1414 1515 1616 1717 1818 1919 2020 2121 2222 2323 2424 2525 2626 2727 2828 2929 3030 3131 3232

AA
BB

CC
DD

EE
FF

GG
HH

C
at

eg
or

ie
s 

to
 c

on
si

de
r

if
 r

el
ev

an
t

N
am

e-
->

1
2

3
4

 A
B

C

1

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l a

nd
 fi

na
nc

ia
l m

an
ag

em
en

t

Sp
ec

ia
l p

ro
gr

am
 fo

cu
s 

of
 o

ur
 n

on
pr

of
it 

A
dm

in
is

tr
at

io
n

B
us

in
es

s/
C

or
po

ra
te

Fi
na

nc
e:

—
A

cc
ou

nt
in

g

—
B

an
ki

ng

—
In

ve
st

m
en

ts

Fu
nd

ra
is

in
g

G
ov

er
nm

en
t r

eg
ul

at
io

ns

G
ov

er
nm

en
t r

ep
re

se
nt

at
iv

e

La
w

M
ar

ke
tin

g

Pe
rs

on
ne

l

Ph
ys

ic
al

 P
la

nt
 (a

rc
hi

te
ct

, e
ng

in
ee

r)

St
ra

te
gi

c 
or

 lo
ng

-r
an

ge
 p

la
nn

in
g

Pu
bl

ic
 re

la
tio

ns

R
ea

l e
st

at
e

R
ep

re
se

nt
at

iv
e 

of
 c

lie
nt

s

O
th

er

A
ge

U
nd

er
 3

5

Fr
om

 3
5 

to
 5

0

Fr
om

 5
1 

to
 6

5

O
ve

r 6
5

G
en

de
r

Fe
m

al
e

M
al

e

C
ur

re
nt

 B
oa

rd
 M

em
be

rs
 

P
ro

sp
ec

tiv
e 

B
oa

rd
 M

em
be

rs
 

How You Can Engage New Board Members



- 17 -Mersky, Jaffe & Associates

B
oa

rd
 P

ro
fi

le
 M

at
ri

x

©
  M

er
sk

y, 
Ja

ffe
  &

 A
sso

cia
tes

Pa
ge

 2

11 22 33

AA
BB

CC
DD

EE
FF

GG
HH

C
at

eg
or

ie
s 

to
 c

on
si

de
r

if
 r

el
ev

an
t

C
ur

re
nt

 B
oa

rd
 M

em
be

rs
 

P
ro

sp
ec

tiv
e 

B
oa

rd
 M

em
be

rs
 

3333 3434 3535 3636 3737 3838 3939 4040 4141 4242 4343 4444 4545 4646 4747 4848 4949 5050 5151 5252 5353

F
in

an
ci

al
 P

os
it

io
n

Se
lf-

em
pl

oy
ed

Sa
la

rie
d

Ph
ila

nt
hr

op
ic

 re
pu

ta
tio

n

Pr
os

pe
ct

iv
e 

m
aj

or
 d

on
or

B
oa

rd
 C

om
m

it
te

es

E
xe

cu
tiv

e
G

ov
er

na
nc

e 
&

 L
ea

de
rs

hi
p 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t

Pr
og

ra
m

D
ev

el
op

m
en

t/
Fu

nd
ra

is
in

g
B

ud
ge

t &
 F

in
an

ce

In
ve

st
m

en
ts

A
ud

it

B
ui

ld
in

g 
an

d 
gr

ou
nd

s

O
th

er

L
en

gt
h 

of
 P

as
t B

oa
rd

 S
er

vi
ce

M
or

e 
th

an
 te

n 
ye

ar
s

5-
10

 y
ea

rs

2-
4 

ye
ar

s

Le
ss

 th
an

 2
 y

ea
rs

How You Can Engage New Board Members



- 18 -Mersky, Jaffe & Associates

Identification
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Chapter 4. Identifying Potential Board Members

Where do you begin if you want to expand your board? If you have read Chapter 1, you understand 
the need for a standing committee on governance and leadership development. When they meet, 
throughout the year, they discuss the current makeup of the board as well as the gaps that need to 
be filled, which, thanks to this book, they can clearly define. Then, they can begin to examine the 
list of individuals who have an interest and connection with the organization. Replenishing your 
board with future leadership–replacing oneself– can be said to be one of a board member’s most 
important responsibilities. It ensures that the important work will continue long after an individual 
has served.

But what if you lack a list of prospective members? 

Expanding the List of Candidates

If your committee on governance and leadership development has spent time analyzing your 
current board’s strengths, gaps, and projected needs, they are now ready to take the next step:                
brainstorming prospective candidates. All board members, as well as appropriate staff, should play a 
role in introducing prospective board members to the nonprofit. Prospective board members can be 
found among: 

• Committee members
• Members of other boards on which you serve or know members
• Your list of current and prospective major donors
• People who have been noted in the news

A few tips: 
• A simple word document or spreadsheet will work but remember to mark candidates who 

fill areas of need (i.e. women in their 30s-40s, former clients/members, finance/ development 
professionals, etc.).

• Brainstorming sessions, particularly in small groups, will yield prospect lists that are broader 
than an individual who is writing names on his or her own. 

• Consider telephoning or meeting with key board members, staff and others who cannot 
attend your small group sessions. In other words, don’t assume that only the people in the 
room can help you find your ideal candidates. 

• The governance and leadership development committee can suggest that the process becomes 
an item on the board’s agenda at least twice a year to stimulate suggestions.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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Next Steps

The committee on governance and leadership development assembles a confidential, cumulative, 
ongoing list of candidates. The committee may already have assembled such a list in the past that 
may include, for example, some prospects who were considered for board membership but were 
not chosen because of the mix of board skills needed at that time. Or, perhaps a prospect was ap-
proached and declined, but left the conversation open for a later invitation because he or she did not 
know enough about the nonprofit or was overcommitted.

The committee must compile a list of those who would be their ideal candidates right now. It 
ought to focus on those who have the potential to be hard working, fiscally responsible, financially 
supportive and fill the needs of the board in some way. 

Key people who know the prospective candidates–whether they are staff and/or board members–
should complete the Prospective Board Member Referral Form on the following pages. This form 
summarizes helpful information including qualifications, interests, background, and public records 
of giving (i.e., donor honor rolls listed in annual reports, arts programs, hospital materials, and/or 
school, college and university lists). It will ask the same questions of each prospective board member 
and allow you to compare how their strengths can benefit your nonprofit.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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Prospective Board Member Referral Form

---- CONFIDENTIAL ----

Please complete this form for each candidate that you are recommending for consideration as a 
prospective board member.  Please provide us with all relevant information in your possession.  
Then, return this sheet and the accompanying form to the chairperson of the committee on 
governance and leadership development. A member of the committee may contact you to ask for 
suggestions about the best approach in cultivating and recruiting the individual(s) you have listed. 
Thank you. 

Date: 

Your name: 

Telephone: Day (          )                                            Evening (          ) 

Cell: (          )                                         E-mail:  

The best time to telephone me is between                     a.m. and                     p.m.

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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---- CONFIDENTIAL ----
Name of prospective board member: 
Address:  
 
                             (City)                                                  (State)                    (Zip)
Telephone: Day (          )                                  Evening (          )
Cell: (          )                                          E-mail:  
Please give information about this individual and his or her organizational affiliation, if      
appropriate, including:
Professional skills:  
Type of business:  
Interest/Involvement in our organization:  
 
People in our organization known by the prospect:  
 
 
Special interests:  
Education:  
Other affiliations with individuals, corporations, and foundations:
 
 
Other board experience:  
Known levels of giving:  
Personal characteristics and skills:  
 
Other:  
Please include the reasons why you think this person would be a good board member of our 
organization. Please use the other side of this form, if necessary.
 
 
  
 
 

How You Can Engage New Board Members
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---- CONFIDENTIAL ----
Name of prospective board member:

People whom you suggest might meet, cultivate, and recruit this prospective board member and 
their relationship to the candidate:
 
 
  
 

From what you know about this individual, can you recommend dates and places for a cultivation 
meeting?

If this individual were to serve on our board, what amount would you suggest that she or he be 
asked to consider donating as his or her first Board Member’s Annual Fund gift?

$

Additional comments:
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Chapter 5. Criteria for Board Member Consideration  

Every board member should play an important role in introducing prospective board members to the 
nonprofit and cultivating their interest in it.  It may take as long as several years to cultivate certain 
board candidates and interest them in the organization. While each board member should cast a net 
far and wide to identify appropriate board candidates, there are still additional factors to consider            
before offering an individual a place at the table. These considerations are not only for the sake of the          
nonprofit, but also to provide opportunities for leadership experience. 

If your governance and leadership development committee has vetted a candidate for profession,     
background, and experience, now it is time to turn towards the qualitative aspects of a candidate.     
Asking the questions on the Criteria for Board Member Consideration Worksheet that follows, will help 
you assess whether the people who know him or her best believe the candidate will truly be beneficial 
to the organization. At times, this worksheet may show that the candidate is not an ideal fit for less        
obvious reasons. It is better to understand this before he or she takes up a valuable seat at your board 
table.

How You Can Engage New Board Members



- 25 -Mersky, Jaffe & Associates

Criteria for Board Member Consideration Worksheet 

a. Will he/she fulfill an important role on the board?

b. Does he/she possess a degree of competence and experience needed 
on the board?

c. Is he/she in a position of influence with others who are important 
to the success of the organization? 

d. Is he/she likely to use that influence? 

a. Does he/she have a basic understanding of the problems, plans and 
potential for the organization?

b. Is he/she well versed in the organization’s history, mission and 
vision and is he/she prepared to stay on top of relevant trends?

c. Does he/she understand the roles and responsibilities of board 
members?

a. Will he/she come fully prepared for board meetings?

b. Will he/she completely read all relevant background materials prior 
to meetings?

c. Is he/she inclined to ask probing and insightful questions at board 
meetings?

a. Will he/she be able to accurately, enthusiastically and frequently 
speak on behalf of the organization?

b. Will he/she use personal contacts on behalf of the organization?

a. Is he/she willing to make a significant gift?

b. Will he/she identify donor prospects?

c. Will he/she willingly solicit gifts?

  I. Suitability

  II. General Preparation

  III. Specific Preparation for Action

  IV. Ambassadorship

  V. Resource Development Participation

Yes UnsureNo
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a. Will he/she be able to accurately, enthusiastically and frequently 
speak on behalf of the organization? 

b. Will he/she use personal contacts on behalf of the organization?   

a. Is he/she willing to make a significant gift?

b. Will he/she identify donor prospects?

c. Will he/she willingly solicit gifts?

a. Will he/she serve actively on at least one board committee? 

b. Will he/she suggest new ways of enhancing/growing the 
organization?

a. Will he/she commit to attending regularly scheduled meetings?   

  VI. Ambassadorship

  VII. Resource Development Participation

  VIII. Community Activity

  IX. Attendance at Board and Committee Meetings

Yes UnsureNo
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Chapter 6.  Donor?  Board Member?  Both? 

“Our donors need to be handled carefully.”

“Don’t ask too much of that donor, we don’t want to scare him off.”

“That donor sits on other boards, let’s be happy she gives to us.”

“We are not his favorite organization, we can’t ask him to get more involved.”

Governance and leadership development committee sessions that focus on nominations seem to be 
filled with excuses why donors should not be asked to join the board. Often, the source is the fund-
raising committee who want to protect their well-earned relationships. “What if the candidate feels 
we are being too demanding and it turns her away to other organizations that will treat her better?” 
they ask. Instead of asking for additional involvement, we walk on eggshells, trying not to make any 
sudden noises. Consider carefully each of the following factors when recruiting.

1. Donors are already invested in your nonprofit - both literally and figuratively. 

2. Major donors often understand their role as supporters in nonprofits and will understand why 
you would ask them.

3. If they say no, you just “touched” them in a flattering manner that they will remember for a 
long time.

4. They might be very interested but think you are not interested in them. (This happens more 
often than you would think).

5. A well organized, highly functioning board that can provide clear expectations and an 
understanding as to why he/she would be ideal for the opening makes a noteworthy 
impression and has a strong appeal.

Instead consider that no one makes a better board member than a donor. 

It is difficult to encourage people to join a sinking ship, but if you follow the steps in this book, your         
organization and its board will flourish and be attractive to prospective board members.  
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Cultivation
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Chapter 7. Cultivate and Recruit New Board Members

You have identified prospective leaders for your nonprofit. Review completed Prospective Board  
Member Referral Forms (Sample on pages 19-21) and Criteria for Board Member Consideration   
Worksheets (sample on pages 23-24) for each of them. If you have decided that they meet the      
standards for engagement, then the committee on governance and leadership development should 
develop a plan to cultivate and interest them in  serving in the volunteer leadership of the agency.

A different kind of cultivation is necessary for board prospects who have a relationship with your 
nonprofit and those do not. Regardless, can you conceive of him or her someday rising to serve as 
the chair of the board—the chief volunteer officer of your organization?

There is a close relationship between the capacity and willingness of nonprofit board members to 
give generously as well as to help open doors for the cultivation and solicitation of other major gifts. 
When seeking prospective board members, you may simultaneously be cultivating some who are 
also prospective major donors.

The committee on governance and leadership development should consider the following   
approaches:

  

  w Performances

  w Special events

  w Benefits

  w Open houses

  w Workshops

  w Tours of your facility

  w Events at a board member’s home

  w Parts or all of a board meeting

Remember, planning—as in all matters—is the key to the successful cultivation of people who 
might become board members. In this case, that may translate to timely invitations, appropriate  
attendees and strong turnouts–all of which show thoughtfulness and consideration.

• Draft a plan for regular and ongoing communication to help potential board members 
and other community leaders learn more about the organization. If you are already 
producing communications for the agency, consider whether they need to be tailored for 
this purpose and who will be charged with this task.

• Invite potential board candidates to events where you can get to know them better. At 
the same time, they can become better acquainted with the organization. Annually, the        
committee on governance and leadership development might decide which events would   
best serve to engage prospective new leaders.

• Entertaining prospective board members may be an ideal way to showcase your                
organization. You might invite prospects to various activities, such as:
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Chapter 8. Planning an Individualized, “Foreground” Cultivation Process

Cultivation of a prospective board member can be divided into two parts. The first is the process 
of identification and recruitment—two key concepts that create a series of “background” moves to 
engage all prospects as a group. Now, it is time to focus upon the “foreground move”—the plan for 
the individualized cultivation of just one prospect.
As the committee on governance and leadership development becomes better acquainted with 
prospective board members, it will want to do some discrete checking on their backgrounds and 
what kind of a board member they might be. Then, the committee should plan an introductory 
meeting with each candidate it seeks to recruit.
The introductory meeting is the first of several that may take place between the candidate and 
members of the committee, other board members and the executive director. Both the candidate and 
the organization have a stake in ensuring that he/she understands key issues such as role, workload, 
frequency of meetings, and expected levels of financial donation. No formula exists for determining 
how many meetings are necessary for achieving clear understanding.
Those who contact the candidate should scrupulously avoid committing the organization to an 
invitation. The decision to invite a candidate to join the board is a serious one, and should be made 
in consultation with the committee, the board chairperson, the executive director, and the senior 
development officer. Similarly, all persons who contact the candidate should go out of their way to 
be sensitive to the candidate’s feelings, and should understand the need for dignity and formality 
in such a recruitment process. After all, some candidates may not be asked to join the board, and 
other candidates may decline an invitation. All parties to these conversations should emerge with the 
feeling that everyone behaved in a sensible and businesslike manner.

Cultivation Meetings
Here are a few recommendations to ensure the success of these meetings:

Plan in advance for the meeting. Naturally, you want to have a relaxed and enjoyable meeting, 
but even so, you will find that your meeting goes more smoothly if you prepare for it beforehand. 
Preparation includes getting input from the chairperson of the board, executive director, senior 
development officer and/or the chairperson of the committee on governance and leadership 
development, reading any pertinent forms, and considering the questions to be asked. It might be 
helpful to think about these encounters as if you were trying to recruit a new ED for the agency.

1. Consider who should be in attendance. An introductory meeting is often one-on-one, but for 
follow up meetings it might be best to have a second board or committee member present to 
keep the conversation on track. However, if the potential new board member would respond to 
a less formal style, it might be better to maintain the one-on-one ratio, this time with a different 
member of the committee. 
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2. When there are two or more participants from the nonprofit, decide who will talk about what, 
and in what sequence. Consider role-playing the meeting with an experienced person if one of 
the individuals representing your organization has not previously participated in such a meeting. 

3. Identify organizational materials to bring (both material that has and has not been previously 
sent). Create a checklist to help you keep track of available materials and when they have been 
shared with the candidate.

4. Determine who will give the material to the prospective board member and at what point. A list 
of Material for Potential Board Members can be found on the next page.

Maintain a comprehensive calendar to include a level of detail to ensure the process reflects 
positively on your organization in the deliberate, orderly, and professional manner that is attractive 
to the candidate. We emphasize the importance of well-prepared cultivation meetings because you 
will increasingly be facing competition for good board members. 

As you continue the planning that is vital for the individualized cultivation process, keep the 
following in mind:
• When you have two representatives of the organization present at meetings, they can take turns 

speaking about the organization. While one is speaking, the other can listen and observe the 
candidate’s reactions, fill in gaps in understanding, or change the pace or direction of the meeting 
to improve rapport.

• Discuss the role of the board in general and in your organization. For example, a conversation 
about the distinction between governance and management may be appropriate. At this early 
stage of cultivation the emphasis is on clarifying expectations with respect to the Individual Board 
Member’s Role and Responsibilities (page 31) in your organization. Be sure to cover the points 
contained in the Board Member Agreement (page 32).

• Keep in mind an alternative role the prospective board member could play should it become 
evident that a board role is not appropriate at this time (e.g., given time requirements, 
contribution expectations, expertise needed). More appropriate roles might include committee 
member, volunteer, donor, or future board member.

• Persuasion requires twice as much listening as talking. Be responsive to the candidate’s ideas 
and concerns. Ask questions for clarification, and always seek to draw connections between your 
prospect’s interests and your nonprofit’s mission. 
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Material for Potential Board Members 

Potential Board Member’s Name:  
  

 
Fact sheet
Brochure
Annual report
Newsletter
Program of events or activities
List of contributors 
Selected newspaper or magazine articles
Biography of executive director
Names and functions of staff with whom board members might interact
Staff organization chart
Other
  

List of current board members names, titles and affiliations, bios
Individual Board Member’s Roles and Responsibilities (page 31)
Board Member Agreement (page 32)
Board Manual (only to show at this time)
Board Manual Table of Contents (page 45)
Board organization chart and committees
Other

Information about your institution, program, and staff

Information about your governing board

Date Sent/Given
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Individual Board Member’s Roles & Responsibilities 

Every board manual should include this document. Setting up expectations at the beginning will 
help put everyone on the same “page” and establish expectations.   

Individual Board Member’s Roles & Responsibilities

1. Have an informed understanding of the organization and how to best support our 
mission and vision.

2. Ensure organizational and financial resources are used legally, ethically and 
effectively.

3. Act as a knowledgeable ambassador and advocate among stakeholders.

4. Support and participate in fundraising efforts by making a personal financial 
contribution according to one’s own resources and by actively assisting in 
identifying and cultivating potential donors. The current recommended minimum 
contribution of each board member is $X,XXX towards the annual campaign. 

5. Participate on a minimum of one standing or ad hoc committee.

6. Prepare for and attend board meetings, committee meetings, and events.

7. Assess own individual performance, as well as collectively as a board overall, on an 
annual basis.

8. Support the work of the Executive Director and staff, and ensure an annual 
evaluation of the job performance of the Executive Director as performed by the 
personnel committee. 
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Board Member’s Agreement

As a board member of __XYZ__, I am fully committed and dedicated to the 
mission and have pledged to carry out this mission. I understand that my duties and 
responsibilities include the following: 

1. I am fiscally responsible, with other board members, for this organization. I will 
know what our budget is and take an active part in reviewing, approving, and 
monitoring the budget and fundraising to meet it.

2. I know my legal responsibilities for this organization and those of my fellow board 
members. I am responsible to know and oversee the implementation of policies 
and programs.

3. I accept the by-laws and understand that I am morally responsible for the health 
and well-being of this organization.

4. I will give what is for me a substantial financial donation. I may give this as a one-
time donation each year, or I may pledge to give a certain amount several times 
during the year.

5. I will actively engage in fund-raising for this organization in whatever ways are 
best suited for me. These may include individual solicitation, undertaking special 
events, writing mail appeals, and the like. I am making a good faith agreement to 
do my best and to raise as much money as I can.

6. I will actively promote __XYZ__ and encourage and support its staff.

7. I will attend board meetings, be available for phone consultation, and serve on at 
least one committee. If I am not able to meet my obligations as a board member, I 
will offer my resignation. 

8. In signing this document, I understand that no quotas are being set, that no 
rigid standards of measurement and achievement are being formed. Every board 
member is making a statement of faith about every other board member. We are 
trusting each other to carry out the above agreements to the best of our ability.

Signed                   Date   
                Board Member

Signed          Date  
       Board Chair

Board Member’s Agreement

In many ways this document is similar to the Individual Board Member’s Role & Responsibilities but 
keep in mind that even diligent prospective board members will likely glance through parts of a 
board manual.  However, they will carefully consider anything that they are expected to sign.
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Prospective Board Member Recruitment Worksheet

For each prospective candidate, use this worksheet to track your thoughts and notes. The worksheets 
on file will then serve as the foundation of the governance and leadership development committee’s 
meeting on candidates and will help determine who should be presented to the full board. 

---- CONFIDENTIAL ----
 Review and take this confidential worksheet with you to cultivation meetings, but do not show it to 
your prospect. (The first page of this worksheet should be filled in by a member of the committee on 
governance and leadership development or the development office. The second page is to be filled in 
by a member of the “cultivation” team.)
Please return this form within 24 hours of your cultivation or recruitment visit.

Return form to:     
Address:  
  
Telephone: Day (          )                                  Evening (          )
Cell: (          )                                          E-mail:   

Name of board candidate: 

Name of person completing form:  
Telephone: Day (          )                                  Evening (          )
Cell: (          )                                          E-mail: 

1. Pre-meeting
Scheduled meeting will take place:
Date:                                  Time: 
Address: 

People to attend the meeting:
 
Special interests of prospective board member: Personal, professional, or related to our organization: 
(See Prospective Board Member Referral Form (pages 19-21).

Amount and date of last gift to our organization:
Date:                                  $
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---- CONFIDENTIAL ----

2. Post-meeting
Results of cultivation meeting:
 

Comments/next steps:
 

Will this individual be invited to join the board at this time?  Yes                 No 
If not, please note why?

If yes, individual invited to consider nomination to the board on                by                                   

3. After Board Approval
• Ask new board member for biographical sheet, resume, and recent photograph to announce 

board appointment in the media and to keep in the board member’s file in the development 
office.

• New board member will provide by                    (date)
• Date and location of next orientation meeting for new board members:

Committee interest(s) or preference(s):  
 
 

Amount you suggest this individual be asked to consider donating for their annual fund gift: 
$

Additional comments or suggestions:

Signature of person submitting this form: 
Date:
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Chapter 9. Agenda for Cultivation Meeting With Board Candidate

This book advocates detailed preparation at every step of the process. A cultivation meeting may 
seem as if it will be an easy meeting–a conversation to allow you to get to know them a bit more.  
But this is your opportunity to assess their interest in your organization while searching for answers 
to questions that have come up in the process to this point. Consider the following agenda:

Introduction (2-3 minutes)
• Thank the candidate for meeting with you.
• Say that you think they may be a good fit for this organization. You wanted this meeting to 

help answer questions – both theirs and yours– as to whether to their is interest in assuming a 
leadership role in the nonprofit. Let them know that the board makes the final decision based 
on the diverse qualifications and skills required by the board at that time.

Main Part (20 minutes; extend if the prospect has more questions or concerns)
• Briefly explain your connection with the nonprofit. 
• Briefly explain the mission, history, and programs of the nonprofit. 
• Ask whether the prospect has questions.
• Listen to and remember the person’s questions and comments. (Take notes.)
• Respond to the questions, if you can, or say you will get the answer and let the candidate 

know.
• Explain why you are interested in presenting the person’s name as a prospective board 

member.
• Explain that there is a board orientation for new board members which involves the board 

chairperson, the executive director, and senior staff and presents more detailed information 
about your nonprofit and board governance.

• Explain that a “board mentor” is assigned to each new board member to welcome and 
respond to questions.

• Explain that there are generally X board meetings a year and that each new member is 
expected to serve on at least one committee that generally meets Y times per year.

• Explain that each board member is asked and expected to make a leadership contribution to 
the Annual Fund and to support the nonprofit financially according to his/her circumstances 
(e.g., through special events and possibly, a capital campaign). Tell the candidate if there is a 
specified minimum amount that each board member is expected to give.

• Include the most recent audited financial statement in the information packet, if requested.
• Ask whether the prospect has more questions.
• Listen to what the candidate is really saying.
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Closing (5 minutes)
• Thank the person again for meeting with you and, if appropriate, reiterate interest in having 

the person serve on your governing board.
• Invite the person to attend a meeting to learn more about the process, an event to meet other 

board members, or to see a program in action.
• Ask whether you may place the person’s name in consideration for nomination. Reiterate that 

the final decision is the board’s.
• If the person is interested, leave an information packet of material about your nonprofit and 

about board governance with the prospect. (Do not give it to the person at the beginning 
because it could distract the person from a focused exchange of information, ideas, and 
feelings.)

• If the person declines to be considered as a board member at this time ask why, and then ask 
whether she or he would like to participate in other ways (as a committee member, volunteer, 
donor), to provide in-kind goods or services, and/or to serve as board member in the future.

Recommendations
After each meeting with a prospective board candidate, the committee on governance and leadership 
development decides:

• Who will make a follow-up call to assess possible interest as well as address any questions that 
arose during the conversation.

• Whether any changes or updates should be made to the Prospective Board Member Recruitment 
Worksheet (page 33). Keeping the records up-to-date will be especially important if the 
governance and leadership development committee’s decision is to delay inviting the person 
onto the board.

• After all individual cultivation meetings have taken place, the committee on governance and 
leadership development narrows the number of prospective board members and submits the 
list of names with important characteristics and resumes for each candidate to the board for 
consideration. This is done annually or as special need arises.

Cultivating new board members can be a challenge, but knowing what you have in your toolbox will 
help you achieve the best results for all parties involved. In the end, when you ask these individuals 
to give their time, energy, and financial support not to mention their social capital on behalf of 
your nonprofit, you want to make sure they feel they are using their time and energy for the right 
organization. To understand the individual’s motivation see the next chapter. 
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Chapter 10. Why Would Someone Want to Join Your Board

There are currently more than 1.5 million nonprofit organizations in the United States. Each one 
of these worthy agencies has a board. Why would someone want to join your board? The factors 
influencing your propect’s decision must be considered, as you are inviting individuals to spend their 
valuable time, energy, effort and money when joining your nonprofit’s volunteer leadership.  
It is your responsibility to explain how your board would help them achieve their personal 
aspirations along with the organization’s goals. Your well-researched background information should 
help you determine what has sparked their interest in the past and how you can excite them now. 

What motivates candidates to join boards?  Reasons include, among others, that the candidate:
• Relates to the mission of the organization
• Feels this board carries prestige
• Desires to make a contribution to the nonprofit sector and to society
• Is inspired by a dynamic leader
• Personally knows the staff
• Wishes to share their skills, expertise or guidance
• Has affection for the organization
• Wants to meet and network with others involved in the organization
• Is being encouraged by friends on the board
• Believes serving on the board is a way to advance professionally
• Hopes to build new skills and learn about new areas
• Finds board service fulfilling 

Note: The reasons board members stay on boards may differ from their original motivations. For 
instance, the prestige of serving on a particular board or admiration for an executive director may 
pale with increased devotion to the mission of the nonprofit.
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A Peek Inside the Prospect’s Mind

What are they thinking? It is incredibly flattering to be asked to join a nonprofit board. It is 
validating when its leaders believe he or she will help their organization become better and stronger. 
The candidate’s skills are being recognized for all of their worth! But with the prospect’s reputation 
on the line, what questions might he or she ask? 

1. What kind of time commitment is involved?

2. How long is a board term? Do most people renew? Are there term limits? 

3. Can I, realistically, give the necessary time and effort?

4. Is there anything else in my life that would prevent me from going to the meetings, events, 
etc?

5. Is my workload going to increase or decrease over the next three years?

6. Is the board interested in me because of my professional skills?  Am I going to be excited to 
do additional work pro bono or will I feel mentally exhausted by the idea?

7. What areas of the organization interest me the most? Are there committees that I would look 
forward to participating in?

8. Can I live up to the fiduciary responsibilities?

9. Is this the organization to which I want to devote my time, energy and philanthropic dollars?

10. Will I be willing to encourage my friends and family to become stakeholders in and 
contributors to this nonprofit?

The answers are not always obvious or easy, but as a member of the committee on governance and 
leadership development you should be prepared to help a candidate work through the process. By 
helping the candidate conduct the same due diligence as the organization undertakes, he or she will 
be more likely to make the right decision for all concerned. That is all anyone can ask.  
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Chapter 11. Due Diligence

Someone who has experience as a board member in other organizations will know to ask for 
certain documents prior to making a commitment to join your organization’s board. It is a sign 
of understanding of the seriousness of the undertaking as well as being a person who believes due 
diligence is necessary before making a decision that will affect so many. In fact, raising questions 
before joining a board will result in a higher level of success and fewer surprises for both parties.  
Documents that a prospective board member may request include the following:

1.   Certificate of Incorporation

2.   By-laws and mission statement

3.   Mission Statement

4.   Copy of the current year’s budget

5.   Minutes of the three most recent board meetings with agenda

6.   List and profile of officers and board members, addresses and telephone numbers and as   
 appropriate e-mail addresses

7.   Copy of recent funding proposals

8.   Copy of all written policies, procedures, and forms for personnel management–often in the   
 form of an employee handbook

9.   Most recent annual report

10. Most recent quarterly or monthly financial report

11. Most recent annual audit

12. Most recent annual IRS Form 990 filing

13. Table of Organization

14. Promotional material

15. Board handbook 

All requests should be made with the understanding that the documents will be returned and all 
material will be kept confidential.
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Orientation
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Chapter 12. Orienting New Board Members 

Bringing a new board member on board requires more than an introduction to his/her new 
colleagues. Welcoming and acclimating new members takes time and requires a planned process. 

Welcome by Board Chairperson 
As soon as a prospective board member has accepted an invitation to serve on your board, the 
chairperson sends a letter of welcome on behalf of the entire board and staff. This letter might 
mention orientation and other meeting schedules, identify the board mentor, and deal with any 
other appropriate board business.

Board Mentor
The governance and leadership development committee pairs a current board member with each 
new board member, taking into account possible mutual interests and the background and degree 
of board experience of the new member. Board mentors might follow the chairperson’s letter with a 
welcoming telephone call or an invitation to lunch. They stay in touch with the new board members 
during their first year on the board in order to make them feel welcome, answer questions, make 
suggestions, and help them become active members of the board. A more senior, experienced, and 
confident new member may be assigned a board mentor whose responsibility might be only to 
welcome and to invite questions as needed.

Annual Orientation Includes Everyone
All new board members should be invited to go through an orientation process, which should be 
made as productive, convenient, efficient, and as thoughtfully entertaining as possible. Even old 
board hands who have served on boards of other organizations need orientation to your organization 
and will be more productive if they go through the exercise. Additionally, existing board members 
get to know their new colleagues and learn more about them

Orientation Meetings
Consider creating both individual and group orientation sessions – this is easiest if you establish one 
time of year to bring on all new members (necessitating only a single, annual, group orientation). A 
board manual that introduces them to the inner workings of the agency and the board should be 
presented and explained. A Sample Agenda for an Orientation Meeting and a sample Board Manual 
Table of Contents can be found on pages 43 and 45, respectively.
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The Overview
The purpose of orientation is to bring new members up to speed as quickly as possible so that they 
can become effective board participants and working committee members. To that end, they should 
be provided with a full overview including the strengths and weaknesses of your organization, how 
they can contribute and work effectively for its benefit, as well as an understanding of what the 
organization expects of them. 
The board may decide to hold annual or special orientation meetings. It is desirable to have each new 
board member oriented before attending his/her first board meeting. Many boards that hold annual 
orientations also invite current members to attend, making these sessions a comprehensive review 
to keep everyone up-to-date. Orientation sessions can be held on-site at the nonprofit or at a board 
member’s office. Key staff people from your organization should be engaged to make presentations, 
facilitate discussions and answer questions.
Governance vs. Management
The orientation meeting is a good opportunity to instruct new board members and remind 
continuing board members about the differences between governance (the responsibility of the 
board) and operational management (the responsibility of the executive director and staff). It is 
important for board members—both as individuals and as a group—always to be mindful and 
sensitive to this distinction.
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Sample Agenda for an Orientation Meeting 

DRAFT
NAME OF YOUR ORGANIZATION

Address of Orientation Meeting (including building and room)
New Board Member Orientation Session

Date of Meeting
                                             Time: From:                    To:   

WHAT

I. WELCOME

II. INTRODUCTIONS

 V. FINANCIAL 
INFORMATION

Budget, investments, other

III. OVERVIEW OF PAST,    
PRESENT & FUTURE

     (This is a good place to show 
a slide show or video if your        

nonprofit has one)

IV. PROGRAM

BREAK

TIME

        9:00am

        9:05

        9:30

        9:45
     

        10:15

        10:30
       

WHO

Board Chairperson

All

Executive Director 
or 

Board Chairperson

Chief Financial Officer
or 

Finance Committee Chair

Section or department heads 
(list by name and title)
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WHAT

    VI. FUNDRAISING/
DEVELOPMENT / 
ADVANCEMENT

Updates on the annual fund,     
participation rates, any current or 
future capital campaign, planned 

giving opportunities, special events, 
etc. 

XI. TOUR OF FACILITY

XII. LUNCH

VIII. BOARD GOVERNANCE
     • Differentiate between governance
     and operational management
     • Member Responsibilities
     • Board Manual
 w Meetings
   w Committee Structure
  w Orientation
 w Retreat
 w Evaluation

 

TIME

10:45

11:00

11:45

WHO

12:30

Chief Development Officer
or

Development Committee Chair

Board Chairperson

Led by appropriate person(s)
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Chapter 13. Board Manual Table of Contents

To set up a board member for success, he or she must be provided with information that will 

provide a greater understanding of the organization and its expectations. In addition, a binder with 
these documents establishes an easy system for the donor to store minutes and other documents. 
Your nonprofit may wish to expand this list, but make sure you keep a copy of the current table 
of contents on file.. Each year should be an exercise in gathering materials, not considering which 
materials should be included. 
Some of the pages that require additional explanation can be found following this Table of Contents 
or by turning the page listed below.

Board Manual Table of Contents

1. Mission and Vision statements

2. Articles of incorporation (corporate charter) and by-laws

3. Summary of board members’ liability insurance

4. Board Members’ Roles & Responsibilities (example can found on page 31)

5. Committee “job descriptions”

6. Form asking on which committees the member wishes to serve

7. Up-to-date list of names, titles, organizations/affiliations, addresses, and telephone numbers  
of board members, committees, chairpersons and staff (list officers at top)

8. Board Member Information Form (example can found on page 46)

9. Most recent annual report with list of donors

10. Checklist of Goals for New Board Members during the First Year of Service (example can     
found on page 52) 

11. Individual Board Member Self-Evaluation Form for a board member’s self-evaluation        
(page 30)

12. List of dates and locations of board and committee meetings

13. Annual calendar or program schedule

14. Bios with photos of all board members and senior staff

15. Separate information packet: brochure, fact sheet, contribution benefits brochure, 
contribution response form or envelope, selected press releases and articles, etc.

16. Blank sections for board/committee minutes
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New Board Member Information Form

Sample Letter to New Board Members

Date

Dear (new board member’s name):

Welcome! The enclosed Board Member Information Form will help us get to know you better and 
help you work effectively on behalf of our organization. Please fill it in and return it to me within a 
week.

Unless you request otherwise, I will send a copy of the first half to the other board members so that 
we can easily keep in touch with each other and get to know the various ways in which each of us 
wants to work with our organization. The second half will go to our development office.

I look forward to seeing you for the next board meeting on                                                   .
With thanks for your help and with best wishes,
      
Chairperson or Executive Director

Enclosure
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Please fill in this form and return it within a week to                                                 (executive 
director), at our organization at the following address:
 
   

   (City)      (State)   (Zip)

Part I:
Date: 
I prefer to receive (your nonprofit’s name) mail _____ at home _____ at work
Name:  
Home address:  

Telephone: Day (          )                                     Evening (          )
Cell: (          )                                     E-mail: 
Spouse’s name:  
Administrative assistant name (if applicable):  
Your title:  
Name of your employer:  
Address:   
        
Other address (when applicable):  
           
Memberships and associations (professional, social, religious, honorary, etc.):
 
 
Date joined this board: 
                                             (Month)                            (Year)
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Preferred committee assignment(s):  
 

I would particularly like to help (name of your nonprofit) in the following ways:
 
 
 
 
Part II (to go to development office)

 I attach/enclose one or more photographs/jpegs
 I understand these photographs may be used initially in the announcement of my board 
appointment in appropriate newspapers, journals, and magazines. This will help to highlight my 
service to the community and the organization.
Periodicals in which you might wish to announce my board membership include:

Name of periodical:  
Address:  
 
 (City)      (State)   (Zip)

Name of editor:  
Telephone: (          )                                            Fax: (          )
E-mail: 

Name of periodical:  
Address:  
 
 (City)      (State)   (Zip)

Name of editor:  
Telephone: (          )                                            Fax: (          )
E-mail: 
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Names and addresses to add to our mailing list: 
Name:  
Address:  
 
(City)      (State)   (Zip)
Name:  
Address:  
 
(City)      (State)   (Zip)
Name:  
Address:  
 
(City)      (State)   (Zip)

Additional information I wish to share:

Date
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Chapter 14. Involving New Board Members

Immediately after their orientation, it is important to engage new board members in activities that 
they will enjoy and succeed at, and to acknowledge their assistance. Otherwise, they may assume 
their board service amounts to being observers who appear at board meetings but do not feel the 
need to participate beyond that.
Start by gathering information on each new member’s interests, connections, and background at the 
start of his/her term. The Board Member Information Form (pp. 46-49) will help you understand the 
board member’s interest–from their point-of-view (up until now information has been gathered by 
other board members and staff).
The first page of the Board Member Information Form can be circulated to other board members 
along with a resume. It will help new and existing board members get to know each other and it 
will facilitate their communication with one another. Pages 2 and 3  should be passed on quickly to 
the board chairperson, the executive director, the senior development officer, and the board mentor. 
With this information, board leaders or selected staff can ask for a new board member’s help in an 
area where s/he can be most effective. You want to get new board members involved in activities 
where they make a difference. But, respecting a board member’s privacy about information that 
could be deemed sensitive should always be a priority.
Not long after the initial orientation meeting, an individual meeting or meetings with the new 
board member is an effective way to focus attention, build rapport, and enlist support. The 
chairperson of the board or the chairs of the committee on governance and leadership development, 
development committee, or any other committee in which the new board member has expressed 
interest should meet with the new board member after s/he has returned the Board Member 
Information Form. Such a meeting offers an important opportunity to discuss mutual interests, 
opportunities, and needs. 

Work as an Individual
After a one-on-one meeting, new board members can be invited to work for the organization in 
several ways in between board meetings. Initially, he or she can be invited to:

• serve on board committee(s) in areas of their interest or expertise and 
• lend advice to staff members in areas of their expertise (e.g., law, accounting, public relations, 

fundraising) if requested by the executive director. 
There is also, of course, value in giving new board members an opportunity to work in new areas of 
interest.
Note: Problems will arise if a new board member becomes too involved in operational matters. 
Given issues of liability, strict delineations must be maintained between board member and staff 
responsibilities.

After a few board meetings, the new board member might also help by:
• contacting acquaintances for the benefit of the organization (when requested by the executive 

director or the board chairperson);
• arranging meetings with or visiting potential donors or board members with another 

experienced board member (after consulting with the development officer);
• writing to potential donors or people who might help the organization in some other way 

(after consulting with the development officer); and/or
• suggesting other ways to use his or her influence, talents, and resources on behalf of the 

organization.
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Work on Committees

Major board work is accomplished in committees and referred to the board as a whole for discussion 
and action. Particular care should be taken in making the first committee assignment. It takes 
a while to learn the way the organization operates so a single committee assignment is generally 
recommended; otherwise, a new member might well overload and be discouraged from serving out 
his/her full term. Occasionally, you might ask a new member to serve on an additional committee 
because of his/her particular background and expertise. At the end of the first year, after the board 
chairperson consults with the new board member and chairperson of the committee on which the 
new member served, additional committees might be assigned.

One of the important ways to keep new board members involved is to have focused, productive 
board and committee meetings. The steps listed below will help new board members begin to work 
as effectively as possible:

• Committee chairpersons draft thoughtful job responsibilities, guidelines, and goals for each 
committee and review them with other committee members, the chairperson of the board, 
and then perhaps with the whole board. Review, revise, and reaffirm those tasks every year or 
two.

• At the beginning of each year, have committee members bring their calendars and set 
meetings for the year, with times and places agreed on by all present.

• Start and stop meetings on time. Do not penalize timeliness or disrespect personal time. 
• Send a draft agenda two weeks before each board and committee meeting.
• Help new board members fulfill commitments by asking by what date they can complete the 

tasks they have agreed to do. Call them on that day. If the task is not completed, ask them for 
a new deadline and ask if they need help.

• Acknowledge efforts and accomplishments of new board members and other volunteers in 
newsletters, at meetings, and in minutes.

Improve Board Skills
Like any art or science, governance is worth studying and doing well.  The board chairperson, 
committee on governance and leadership development, executive director, and development staff 
can help new board members feel that their board work is vital and challenging, and that they 
are maturing as board members. Your organization should promote board member growth by 
continuing to develop board skills and encouraging new board members to participate in activities.
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Checklist of Goals for New Board Member During First Year
 
(For personal use)

Name:   
Date:                                     ,                to                                     , 
  month      year   month        year
As a new board member of                                                              ,

“1” indicates those items I have accomplished this first year of service.
“2” those things I wish to accomplish next year.

  Read and understand my nonprofit’s mission and purposes:
           Read printed material about (__Name of Organization__)
           Read board manual

2.  Support the executive director:
           Met personally with the executive director to learn more about and to see how I might     
serve the organization.

3.  Help ensure adequate resources for our nonprofit:
           Made my leadership “stretch” annual fund contribution.
           Made a payment on any capital campaign pledge I have made.
           After consulting with the development staff, made              cultivation or solicitation visits    
to the following:
Individuals:  
 
Corporations:  
 
Foundations:  

             I have brought friends and colleagues to learn about the organization.
             I have written notes on invitations to special events and annual fund appeals to the 
following people:
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           I have given the names and addresses of the following individuals to be added to our list of 
prospects: 

4. Monitor our organization’s programs and services:
           I have attended programs and observed services provided by our nonprofit.

5. Help enhance our organization’s public image:
           Gave to the executive director the names and contact information of local papers, newsletters, 
radio and television stations, and talk shows that I watch or find to be a community asset. (The 
executive director can then pass on the information to the development, public relations, or other 
appropriate office for press releases and appearances on talk shows.)
           Kept brochures, fact sheets, and fundraising material in my home, car, and office to give to 
people when we discuss our nonprofit.
           Placed organizational materials at libraries, schools, and businesses as appropriate.
           After clearing it with the chairperson and the executive director, I have talked about our 
nonprofit with the following groups:

Religious organization:  
School:  
Civic:  
Business:  
Media:  
Government:  
           Bought object(s) with our nonprofits name and logo and use, wear, or otherwise display it, or 
to give as gifts.
           I serve on the following board committees:
 
 
           I regularly attend board and committee meetings, except for compelling personal or business 
reasons.
           If I am unable to attend, I notify the chairperson.
           I read material before meetings: agenda, minutes, financial statements and other documents.
           I attended conferences or workshops on:
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Other: 

6. Areas I personally initiated:

           Thought of and discussed the following ideas with the board chairperson and the executive 
director:
 
 
 
 
 

           I helped to develop and execute those marked with a star.

Date
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Chapter 15. Evaluating and Assessing New Board Members

When you consider hiring a person for an open position in your organization, even before you begin 
the search for the best candidate, you have created a position description that outlines tasks and 
responsibilities. The same is true for when you engage a new board member. You have a position 
description, a board member agreement and a thorough process of vetting prospective candidates.

But, the process does not end there.  As with a new employee, so with a new board member. You 
provide regular opportunities for checking in to see how the person’s experience is and how they 
believe they are doing. And then, at the end of the year, the board chair and CEO should conduct a 
performance evaluation of each board member to assure every one of the seriousness of the work as 
well as how important each and every individual is to the success of the organization.

Such a formal process, which is discussed in advance of any one agreeing to be nominated and 
elected, to serve may also provide an opportunity to end a relationship with a board member who is 
not performing up to par or getting the gratification from board service that they had hoped.  

Board service is neither a life-time privilege nor a life sentence. Term limits should be considered. 
And early termination can be implemented if you employ an annual review process for the board as 
you would for any employee.

The forms which follow help collect data from each board member as to their self-evaluation. A  
face-to-face conversation with the leadership of the board and the agency should be scheduled to 
review the board member’s personal perceptions as well as provide feedback.

The results will be a stronger organization and a higher functioning board.
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Annual Individual Board Member Self-Evaluation 

Yes

1. Do I understand and support the mission of the organization?

6.  Do I have a good working relationship with the executive director?

7.  Do I recommend individuals for service to this board?

2.  Am I knowledgeable about the organization’s programs and 
services?

5.  Do I read and understand the organization’s financial statements?

4.  Do I assist with fundraising and/or give a significant annual 
gift to the organization?

3.  Do I follow trends and important developments related to 
the organization?

10.  Do I find serving on the board to be a satisfying and rewarding 
experience?

9.  Do I act as a good-will ambassador for the organization?

8.  Do I prepare for and participate in board meetings and committee 
meetings?

No
Not 
Sure
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About the Author

David A. Mersky

David A. Mersky has led planning and fundraising endeavors for more than four decades. A formercongregational 
rabbi, he has served as the national director of resource development for the Union of American Hebrew 
Congregations. He was head of corporate finance for Ampal-AmericanIsrael Corporation which raised hundreds 
of millions of dollars of investment capital for Israel’sprivate sector. He also served as vice-president of resource 
development of the Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston. A successful consultant to nonprofits and 
family-controlled enterprise for more than twenty years, David is also a faculty member of Brandeis University’s 
Hornstein Program in Jewish Professional Leadership and served as director of education and professional 
developmentof the University’s Institute for Jewish Philanthropy and Leadership.

Special thanks to Abigail Harmon, Larry Sternberg and Anthony H. Barash for their hard work, compiling, editing 
and providing invaluable feedback. Your input helped create a book of which we can all be proud.
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About Mersky, Jaffe & Associates

The core values of Mersky, Jaffe & Associates include:     

  ~

  ~

  ~

  ~

  ~

  ~

  ~

  ~

investing in the success of our clients;

believing a talented, dedicated, enthusiastic and mutually respectful leadership team is central 
to our clients’ ability to achieve their goals and advance their mission;

maintaining an atmosphere of integrity and the highest professional standards through   
teamwork, personal development and recognition of accomplishment;

valuing imaginative thinking and creative change, because innovation continually improves 
the services we provide our clients;

treasuring personal relationships within MJA as well as with our present and past clients;

embracing new technologies to stay at the forefront in service to the nonprofit community;

assisting our clients in maintaining mutually beneficial relationships with their members,    
donors, funders, vendors, volunteers, board and staff leadership who work with us to achieve 
their mission and fulfill their vision; and

pledging that each of our clients will benefit by the direct involvement of the principals of the 
firm in their endeavor.

Mersky, Jaffe & Associates, assures the success of the nonprofit organizations we counsel by 
joining with its clients in their exemplary dedication to the public good. We enable them to 
thrive and prosper in any philanthropic environment, today and in the future.

Known for the quality of its consulting, the people of Mersky, Jaffe & Associates continuously 
invest in their own professional development. Thus, they endeavor to be the most experienced 
and skillful in the field, dedicated and committed to the best practices of our craft. Providing 
expert consulting and planning services to cultural, educational, medical, advocacy, religious 
and social service organizations, MJA offers knowledge and passion in support of nonprofits 
around the world.
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For more information on how Mersky, Jaffe & Associates can help your nonprofit’s board  
reach its full potential contact me at david@merskyjaffe.com or 800.361.8689.

Boston & New York                                    www.merskyjaffe.com
800-361-8689

M J A
 Mersky, Jaffe & Associates
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