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In planning, boards must listen to staff

By Barry VanderKelen

Nonprofit boards of directors
have responsibility for setting
strategic direction for their
organizations, hiring chief
executive officers to implement
the plans and ensuring adequate
resources are available to
accomplish the goals.

When an organization has staff,
does the board or the staff have
more responsibility for develop-
ing a strategic plan?

Individual board members
have skills and experiences that
augment the capability of the
staff.

Most board members do not
work at the nonprofit every day.
A key advantage of this dis-
tance is that they have a
perspective staff needs.

Conversely, staff members live
the mission of the organization
every day. They understand the
nuances of programs and
services.

Being focused on the opera-
tions, however, may prevent
them from recognizing local,
regional and national trends.

It would be a mistake to allow a
board to write a strategic plan
without staff input, and vice
versa. The different perspec-
tives of board and staff must be
blended together in the planning
process.

Yet while boards are responsi-
ble for setting strategic direc-
tion, they are most effective
when responding to proposals
from staff.

Many nonprofits do not have
staff. In these organizations,
there are board members and

volunteers who are so active
they actually are surrogates for
staff.

When it’s time to develop a
strategic plan, it is crucial that
these people present their
thoughts about the programs
and services they provide.

To prepare for the planning
process, and to be ready to
adapt the plan when circum-
stances change, board members
must educate themselves about
the organization and its
industry.

The board as a whole must
continually learn about
governance, finance, programs
and fundraising. Because
members complete their terms
or leave for other reasons, new
members join boards regularly.
The strategic plan is only as
strong as the least informed
board member.
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Nonprofit Business Column of The Tribune

Barry VanderKelen, Executive Director of
the San Luis Obispo County Community
Foundation, writes a bi-weekly column to
help strengthen nonprofit organizations in
the community. Barry can be reached at
543-2323 or barry@sloccf.org.

The Tribune publishes the column every
other week in the Business Section. Each
column is reprinted as a one-page handout
for use by local organizations at
www.sloccf.org/nonprofit_strategies.php.
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