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Strategic management

Strategic Management of
Boards: Raising the Bar

Terrie Temkin

I'm a governance consultant. 1 hear more than a few
complainis about under-performing boards. | hear them from
new acquaintances when I reveal what I do for a iving.
It seems a lot of people have homor stones about board
senvice — stornes that are, of course, always about “the other
guy.” And, as 1o be expected, | hear them from executive
directors, board chairs or other concerned directors that are
dissatisfied with their board and want me to comee in and
“fix™ things.
While I always listen attentively and nod approprately, |
can tell that many people feel my typical response lacks
sufficient sympathy. They're probably right! [1°s because
| beligve that we bring under-performing boards on
gurselves by failing (o demand enough of directors andfor 1o
sirptegically manage the work of our boards.
My guess is that many of us know — at least at some level
that we bear this responsibility for our underperforming
boards, | think many of us even know what this
responsibility entails, However,
more often than not we avoid
stepping up to the plate either
out of habit or fear of what
change may require of us — c.g.,
mare work or a loss of power.
IF we are truly interested in high
functioning organisations we
have no choice bul to raise the
bar on what we expect of our
directors and the work process,
In this anicle 1 will present four
lessons wie can leam regardless of the degree of challenge.
All four involve relatively small changes that result in
dramatic improvements in board operations. All four apply
equally to volunteer and professional leaders wishing to
enhance their board operations.
Lesson 1:Turn around negative thought.
Let me give you an example of a negative scenario 1 see
played out every day in the boardrooms of organisations and
associations. People say they want directors that will come
to meetings prepared, participate actively in the discussion
of isswes, sit in on committees and attend organisation
events. Yet, when yvou observe how they often ask people o
join their boands — “Please. It really won't be much waork.
You just have to come to a few meetings.” — you realize
there is a disconmect.
[T we are not just mouthing words when we say that our
people are our most valuable asset we must raise the bar on
what we expect from them. There is nothing mysterious,

“the expectations
are minimal and the
consequences for
nonperformance
are virtually nonexistent” o dircctors job because

inherently difficult or even necessarily time-consuming
about the process of increasing expectations. It begins with
believing that sirong boards are possible in the real world.

It requires censoring our own negative thoughts and calling
attention 1o the detrimental effects of such thoughts in
others, It means monitoring any tendencies we may have
to “protect” directors by keeping them in the dark. It means
consciously providing an atmosphere within which the work
can be done, providing any training that may be necessary
or beneficial, and holding the direciors accountable for
achieving clearly defined expectations. It even suggests
that we use the term “director™ as 1"ve been doing here
rathier than “member,” which connotes a lesser degroe of
responsibility.

Probably the most important step in raising the bar on our
expectations is consciously shifting away from the belief
that directors can't or won't do the jobs they should be
doing. If vou doubt the prevalence of this view | would
challenge you to consider
the following. Can you
honestly say that you've
never excused a less than
adequate job with a comment
— even i it was never voioed
aloud — such as, “How much
can we realistically expect
from a volunteer anyway™”
Or, that you've never taken

it would be less of a hassle
to just do it yourself? What about reducing the number
of board meetings, discouraging questions or discussions
that might lengihen the meetings, limiting the information
provided to the directors, or calling them only sporadically
between meetings all in order to be “respectful of their
fime™™
These behaviours send loud messages and board directors
are quick o pick up on those messages. Froguently they
interpret the messages in ways that make them feel less
needed, less respected and ultimately less connecied. Since
it is casier not to work than 1o work when there is already
a sense of disconnect, the expectations are minimal and the
consequences for nonperformance are virtually nonexistent
most people decide to spend their ime and energy in other
directions. The saddest part is that when the directors begin
to pull away it reinforces the original concept that they can’t
or won't do the job, In no time at all we are experiencing a
textbook example of self-fulfilling prophecy.








