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Ten Tips on How a Board Chair (BC) Can Best Work with 

the Executive Director (ED):   

1) Open Communication 

It is important for the ED to feel supported by the BC and to feel like they have a partner to 

figure out challenges, potential issues or someone to just brainstorm with.  The ED role is a 

lonely position where they cannot openly share what is on their mind with the larger staff 

and most often have to work through problems alone.  Feeling that the BC has their back is 

a gift that an ED has without even realizing it is a gift until much later.  It is important to 

build trust so that the ED can openly communicate some challenges and this can take a 

little bit of time but it makes the partnership so much sweeter and stronger.  Trust is the 

bond that holds the ED and BC together and benefits the organization. 
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2) Being the Bridge Between the ED and the Board (And Advocating for the 

ED, if needed) 

If the larger board is not engaged in meeting their responsibilities or tasks that they 

promised to do, the BC (or Committee Chair) is in an important position of reminding and 

enforcing.  It puts the ED in an awkward place to remind Board members to do their tasks, 

since the entire Board is technically the ED’s boss.  Leading from behind is not an easy task 

and the assistance of the BC can be critical at this time.  Also, the board needs to hear 

reminders and updates from various people in the organization and it is important for the 

BC to be that communicator and supporter. The BC may need to write their own 

emails/appeals to the larger board or have separate calls with board members in order to 

help with engagement and reminders.   This is done to buttress what the ED or other 

senior leaders have requested of the larger board.  A great example of this are the 

additional emails during Gala season for board members to ask their colleagues, firms and 

friends to attend. 

3) Motivating the Larger Board to Participate or Do More 

As mentioned above, it is exhausting for the ED to constantly be asking and reminding 

board members to do what they promised or push them along in making decisions (ex. 

Gala).  Many times, while we are waiting for committees to agree on next steps, a little bit 

of a push is needed.  The BC is a key person to speak with the committee heads to move a 

project or gain clarity.  The BC is also the best messenger to the board in order to gain 

support for a new idea or tactic.   

4) Encouraging Board Members to join Committee Calls 

Organizational Leadership is at every committee call and it is disheartening when board 

members regularly do not attend.  We are part of every call and schedule our day around 

them, so that when board members are unable to attend consistently, we are discouraged 

and can feel minimized.  If a committee member misses a call, tasks are still salvageable, 
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but it is understood and appreciated if that committee member makes it a point to catch 

up.  However, in my experience and realistically, this does not happen often.  I’ve had to 

track down board members to update them and beg for time on their calendar. Further, 

what ends up happening is that in a smaller group projects, the staff end up picking up the 

tasks that were meant to be assigned to committee members. This adds to our already 

busy workload and the board member is disengaged with the project at hand. Therefore, 

when a BC models or encourages the larger board to make calls and follow up on the tasks, 

there is less for an already burdened staff to pick up. 

5) Not Waiting for the ED to tell the BC what to Do 

It is incredible when BC’s are able to look at signs and read between the lines to see if the 

ED is overwhelmed because they may not even know that they are feeling overwhelmed.  

The best BC’s were able to gauge my exhaustion levels in my responses to emails or what I 

would say (or not say) during meetings, and then would text/call me to find out what was 

going on and offer to jump in if it made sense.  Offering ways to help is so critical during 

crunch times (ex. Gala, Strategic Plan, etc.). And I’ve personally appreciated when a BC 

takes on what they know that they can do or should do themselves and not ask me to do it  

(ex. Calling a board member that is not engaged or asking for a task to be done). And 

further, it is helpful for the BC to notice when board members are dumping their tasks on 

the ED or staff and try to intervene when that happens. 

6) Willingness to be Flexible 

In a nonprofit that lacks an abundance of staff time, plans or projects  do not always 

happen in the time predicted and it can be difficult to predict certain timelines (ex. lining up 

board retreat with the Strategic Plan).  There are situations that are time-sensitive but 

others that can be more flexible.  When there are so many unknowns taking place, we need 

to have a certain degree of flexibility, especially over the things that we cannot control, and 

it is very appreciated when the BC understands that and does not try to fit a round peg into 

a square hole.  In the alternative, there are times when the ED needs to be reminded by the 
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BC that flexibility is needed, which can be forgotten by the ED when they are juggling so 

much. 

7) Finding an Alternative Board Member to Step In 

If the BC (or any board members) signs up to do a task, meeting, outreach event but then 

their schedule changes, it is very appreciated when the BC finds or brainstorms with the ED 

a replacement, and then asks that replacement to step in.   The best rule is to always find 

one’s own replacement if one can’t be there.  We understand emergent changes to the 

schedule but it is a wonderful gift if we don’t have to run around at the last minute to look 

for a replacement.  ED’s are problem solving all the time that the few times we don’t have 

to, especially when the change is not of our making, we appreciate it ten-fold. 

8) Challenging the ED respectfully and kindly 

I always was grateful when a board member would ask me to approach a problem 

differently or taught me something that I did not understand or know that also went 

against my original assessment.  Many of the lessons I practice now were taught to me by 

former board members and I was very much impacted by those interactions.  However, the 

manner in which the challenges were made were not in the middle of a huge board 

meeting or done disrespectfully.  A favorite board member of mine would call me 

afterwards and request a meeting with me and kindly give me his advice. He mentored and 

coached me through difficult situations and I will forever appreciate the manner in which 

he did that.  And to take that a step further, there is always a reason for why I came to a 

certain decision or how I approached a situation.  Asking why I did that, especially when the 

results were not what we wanted, was a teaching moment for me which I  very much 

appreciated and took that lesson forward. 
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9) Calling/Texting the ED (and/or Leadership Team) just to see if they are 

okay 

As mentioned previously, as ED’s we are juggling a multitude of stakeholders and projects 

and cannot share our burdens with many, therefore it is very much appreciated when the 

BC or even other board members call/text to check in and to see if we are okay, especially 

during a challenging time.  For example, during the pandemic, I have been surprised that 

many board members have not individually checked in with us, especially during the early 

days and I understand it’s probably because they felt we would holler if things weren’t 

okay.  Further, during the scheduled meetings, we would talk about how things are going, 

but the impromptu, brief check ins mean so much because ED’s every day feel like they 

have the world on their shoulders. I still have a few board members who have rolled off the 

board who still text me to see how I’m doing and fuels me. 

10)  Having Coffee or Lunch with the ED (and/or Leadership Team) 

Great bonding can happen over food or a meal and it is a less formal way to catch up. I had 

a few board members who would invite me for lunch or coffee just to talk. I was grateful 

and looked forward to our meetings.  It was a relaxed way to talk about the organization 

and dream over a meal together.  A lot of dreaming, advice giving and problem solving 

happened during our meals.  I also felt appreciated when they took me out to lunch and it 

was their way of saying thank you to the ED.  It was their way of saying, “We see you!” 

Conclusion: 

Building a relationship with the ED is essential to leading an organization and modeling 

strong rapport for the board.  Authentic time, energy and trust is needed to tackle this feat 

and once accomplished, the longstanding results can be the backbone of the organization. 
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Great Resources: 

https://blog.joangarry.com/great-board-chair/ 

https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/thought-leadership/how-be-rockstar-board-chair 

https://www.boardeffect.com/blog/how-to-be-a-better-board-chair/ 

https://nonprofitquarterly.org/the-best-and-worst-of-board-chairs/ 

https://fundingforgood.org/the-board-chair-five-strategies-for-leadership-beyond-the-

board-room/ 

 

 

 

“Without exception, the role of board chair is paramount to ensuring an active, 

focused and supportive board,” which ultimately ensures a healthy and effective 

organization.” - Board Source 

 

 


