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T H E  E V O LV I N G  B O A R D : 

WAY S  T O  T H I N K  A B O U T 
G O V E R N I N G  T O D AY

Good governance requires effectiveness across three elements: struc-
ture, content (i.e., meeting agendas), and culture. Furthermore, 
most board work is of three types, considering three points in time: 

oversight (retrospective), problem-solving (present), and problem-fi nding 
(future). Many boards are strong in one or two of these dimensions, but 
the best boards develop an appropriate balance across all three and refl ect 
that balance in their structure, content, and culture. To help boards think 
broadly and more succinctly about the types of work they do, this chapter 
presents our views on the work of boards and offers an alternative way to 
organize that work.

Three Scenarios of Boards in Transition

The work of boards can be complex and oftentimes challenging. Real boards 
face real problems as highlighted in the following three scenarios.

Scenario One

The 24-member board of a residential liberal arts college has worked in crisis 
mode for the past three years. The board had to remove a president after 
enrollments and fi nancial health took abrupt turns for the worse following 
several years of slow decline. (Said one trustee, “The ship never turned.” 
Another chimed in more cynically, “Instead, it just sank faster.”) The fi rst 
interim president was a poor fi t and left shortly after he started. The faculty 
were upset about the lack of transparency with the previous administrations 
over the fi nancial situation and the selection of the interim. The interim 
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2  PRACTICAL WISDOM

president never had the full support of the campus or the board; he was 
mostly a convenient “placeholder” hire. The faculty placed a good deal of 
blame for the failed interim president on the board. The institution seemed 
to be progressing in the wrong direction.

Simultaneously, the board was wrestling with leadership transitions of 
its own, the institution’s fi nancial and enrollment problems, and an increas-
ingly discontented faculty. Now with more stable presidential leadership, the 
institution is turning a corner. It has embarked on new enrollment strategies 
that are, so far, surpassing expectations. The board has created bridges to not 
only faculty leadership but with all the college’s 125 faculty. (“We’ve been to 
a lot of meetings,” said the board chair.) Having made it through this unset-
tling period, the board no longer needs to operate in crisis mode. The ques-
tion board leadership is asking is “How do we approach our work differently 
now that the crisis is behind us?”

Scenario Two

An urban university that offers a mix of undergraduate and professional mas-
ter’s programs recruited a new president—an experienced fund-raiser from 
another local, more prestigious university. The new president is succeed-
ing an individual who served as president for 23 years and who spent his 
entire career at the university, ascending from the rank of assistant professor. 
He was ill during the last two years of his presidency and eventually resigned 
at the personal insistence of the former board chair. The board, consisting of 
32 trustees, has a board meeting attendance and trustee engagement prob-
lem. At its best, three-quarters of trustees attend any given board meeting. 
Board meetings are short—typically a few hours—and happen four times a 
year. Participation on committees is also underwhelming. Committees meet 
episodically, convened at the discretion of the committee chair. Under the 
past administration, committees met when prompted by the president with 
specifi c issues he wanted addressed. The new president and the long-term 
board chair recognize that the board is not adding much value. Most trustees 
seem to agree; although their views are unstated, the attendance record (and 
philanthropic contributions) is evidence. The question the new president 
and board chair have is “How do we approach our work differently now after 
a decade of board complacency?”

Scenario Three

A regional public university was in growth mode, greatly expanding its phys-
ical plant through new real estate acquisitions in an economically depressed 
part of the state. The master plan includes renovating existing buildings into 
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THE EVOLVING BOARD  3

residence halls and building a new classroom building, but it seems that the 
nine-member board was overly engaged in this work. Said the executive vice 
president, “The trustees need to understand their role, what it means to be a 
public board in an autonomous state.” Confusion about management versus 
governance began during the development of the campus master plan under 
the previous president. Before the master planning effort, the board was 
underengaged (“mostly by design of the prior president,” said the current 
president). As many of the trustees have real estate development experience, 
and master planning and construction are in their sweet spots, the then pre  si-
dent saw the master plan as a way to generate more trustee engagement with 
the university. However, during this time, the institution ran into fi nancial 
challenges. The board thought it needed to step up its oversight responsibil-
ity, which it did, not only in terms of fi nances and the master plan, but across 
all of its work. The current president wonders, “How do we get the board to 
rethink its role—away from managing and back to governing?”

These three cases are different, yet they share a common need: to evolve the 
work of the board to fi t today’s challenges, not yesterday’s. Each of these 
boards had developed habits and patterns of work over time that had gone 
unexamined until now. Each was responding to pressing institutional chal-
lenges and opportunities over a period of time. The needs now have changed, 
and the governing boards must evolve their work. Boards that add value know 
that although some governance work is regular—anticipated and steadfast—
other work is not. Context changes, new needs emerge, crises grab attention, 
complacency sets in—and a board’s work should evolve. The question is 
“How do boards progress in ways that keep pace with, if not get out ahead of 
(but not too far), the institutions they govern?”

Board Effectiveness: Structure, Content, Culture

As the three examples illustrate, good governance is context- and work-spe-
cifi c. What once worked for a board may no longer suffi ce. As boards work to 
keep pace with what’s needed of them today and into the future, it is helpful 
to consider three elements of effective governance—structure, content, and 
culture (see Figure 2.1).

Structure

Structure, the most common point of focus, encompasses board size; com-
mittees and task forces; meeting frequency; term limits and trustee evalua-
tion; orientation and onboarding new trustees; means of communications 
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4  PRACTICAL WISDOM

(e.g., electronic board books/portals); and leadership (offi cers and committee 
chairs) succession processes. Boards should periodically revisit these elements 
by asking, “Do our current structures work for us?” But a warning: Although 
structure is important, structural changes alone typically will not remedy 
governance shortcomings. See chapter 6 on questions boards should be ask-
ing and chapter 11 on culture for more discussion on this point.

Atop the list of structural questions most asked by boards is “How 
many trustees should we have?” Boards vary tremendously in size. On aver-
age, private university boards have 29 trustees and public boards have 12 
(Association of Governing Boards [AGB], 2016). We have worked with 
boards ranging from as small as 5 trustees to as large as 75 (and some boards 
are even larger). The fact is “most small boards want to be larger and most 
large boards want to be smaller” (Chait, 2009, p. 10). Although there may 
be good reasons to grow the board larger (typically philanthropy, but also 
breadth of knowledge), there are challenges associated with big boards. 
Generally, as boards get larger, trustee engagement wanes and presidents may 
lose an important strategic thought partner. The question is not “Should we 
be smaller or larger,” but instead, “Why should we change our size?” Logical 
next questions are “How large/small should we be to accomplish what?” and 
“How do we best move in that direction?”

Wisdom from the corporate sector is that boards should be compara-
tively small. The Wall Street Journal (about corporate boards) suggested that 
smaller (seven to nine) is better when it comes to total shareholder return 
(Lublin, 2014), but this may not be true in higher education where there are 
stakeholders rather than shareholders. Some colleges, universities, and state 
systems may benefi t from large boards (see Box 2.1) which provide more 
hands to do the work (e.g., fi ll committees) and more heads to offer broader 
and more diverse perspectives on issues and provide a larger network to 
advance institutional objectives (including, of course, a bigger fund-raising 
pool of deeply engaged and knowledge people). However, small boards may 
be able to reach consensus more easily, they may be more responsive, and 

Figure 2.1. Three elements of effective boards.

Effective
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Structure
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Culture
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THE EVOLVING BOARD  5

they may be able to involve their members in more meaningful work. Yet 
more weight falls upon the shoulders of fewer trustees.

Overall, board size may not matter in and of itself; it is dependent upon 
how the board uses its committees and its time. Some boards are “board-
centric,” where most of the work is done by the full board. Other boards are 
“committee-centric,” where most of the heavy lifting happens in commit-
tees. What seems to matter most is having expectations align with size. We’ve 
seen larger boards have very strong committees. And we’ve seen small boards 
rely less on their committees and more on the board as a whole. The prob-
lems arise when these two approaches do not align. Larger boards that are 
board-based risk ineffi ciency, among other challenges, and small boards that 
are committee-based risk coordination problems (too few people are spread 
across a set of committees) as well as overloading individuals with too much 
work. One modest-sized board (with 24 trustees) we know of assigned each 
trustee to three different committees. When they added the meetings of three 
committees to the four full-board meetings each year, trustees found they 
were quite taxed for time (and the president’s staff was inordinately busy 
planning for, attending, and cleaning up after meetings).

An important question regarding board size is “Why change?” Too often 
board size is a classic solution in search of a problem (Cohen & March, 
1986), or it might be the wrong solution for a poorly diagnosed problem. 
Understanding the gains (and the governance gains, not simply the philan-
thropic ones) is a starting point for boards wanting to grow. For boards want-
ing to shrink, exploring what fewer fully engaged trustees might mean is 
important (and it’s not simply to remove the deadwood from the board as 
there are other ways to do that—term limits, rigorous evaluations, etc.).

Finally, how to change. Boards are composed of individuals with expec-
tations, commitments, and egos. Facilitating a board reduction can risk 
alienating deep supporters of the institution if not done intentionally and 
carefully. Growth can risk a “Wild West” approach to recruitment. We’ve 

BOX 2.1. 

Unexpected Benefit of a Large Board

At one university, when the campus administration was surprised by a well-
organized off-campus collective bargaining effort of its adjunct faculty, the 
president with a 32-person board was able to quickly call upon trustees 
from diverse industries with unions for advice and counsel. Board members 
were not selected for this particular experience, but their quick and insight-
ful input proved very helpful. In this instance, a large board had capacity 
and knowledge that served the institution well in an unexpected situation.
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6  PRACTICAL WISDOM

all heard of boards that grow in preparation for a comprehensive campaign, 
which may leave boards with new members seeking the gains and goals of 
philanthropy without understanding or prizing their fi duciary roles. (See 
Chait, 2009, for a discussion of “the allure of philanthropy over govern-
ance.”)Those boards need a thorough vetting and orientation process for 
the cohort of new trustees to set expectations around their fi duciary role. 
Understanding why boards are making the change is important but so is the 
process of change.

Content

The second component that must work in concert with structure is con-
tent—what boards spend their time on. This is the substance of the work. 
Many boards focus on the wrong issues or allocate the wrong amount of time 
to the right issues. Trower (2013) provides a set of questions for boards to 
consider related to the substance of meeting agendas, including the follow-
ing: “What do we want to achieve at this meeting? How do we best structure 
the meeting to get those results? Where can board members add value?” 
(p. 144).

Designing effective board meeting agendas requires identifying the sali-
ent topics, given the timing of the meeting, and allocating enough time for 
their exploration. Not all board discussions need to end in a decision. There 
are many other noble aims, including but not limited to educating the board 
on complex issues, allowing the president to “think aloud” or fl oat a trial bal-
loon with the board, taking the board’s pulse on an important matter, and 
asking trustees to think broadly about trends affecting the campus. Chapter 7 
is about effective meetings. (A hint of what’s to come: Too many boards take 
agenda development too lightly.)

Culture

The fi nal element of our baseline for effective boards is culture. Of the 
three areas, this is the most challenging to understand and act upon (and 
thus we spend an entire chapter on this topic—chapter 11). Simply stated, 
culture is the “way things are done around here.” Although the concept 
of culture can seem elusive, and not all agree about what it is (despite all 
agreeing that it matters), its various defi nitions tend to include aspects 
such as shared understandings and interpretations of events that guide 
behavior, or the implicit and explicit rules that shape social interaction 
(Martin, 2002). Given that boards are social entities (Sonnenfeld, 2002), 
they have sets of dynamics (created over time and taught to newcomers) 
that are best explained through the lens of organizational culture. “Most 
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THE EVOLVING BOARD  7

directors aren’t aware of the group dynamics that affect the board’s behav-
ior... [and] how much their membership in groups infl uences their behav-
ior and how others behave toward them” and are, therefore, “blind to the 
need to correct it in some cases or to exploit it in others” (Alderfer, 1986, 
p. 38). Culture, this often-invisible element, is the third component of 
board effectiveness.

As we discuss later, culture matters; how it manifests itself is likely dif-
ferent from board to board, leading to strengths that can be leveraged and 
potential vulnerabilities that  should be minimized. What we do know is that 
some board cultures tend to be more constructive than others. Chait (2016, 
p. 22) contrasted the hallmarks of effective and ineffective board cultures (see 
Table 2.1).

Board culture matters because it infl uences factors such as who speaks 
and who has the fi nal word; what issues get traction and which do not; how 
board members treat each other and the administration; how decisions get 
made; and even issues such as beliefs about the fundamental role of the board 
as one of external critic protecting stakeholder interests or one of the board 
working in partnership with the administration (see chapter 11).

Returning to the three previous scenarios, a single approach to the question 
“How do boards develop themselves to shift their work to fi t current and 
future priorities?” is likely insuffi cient. Instead, boards should consider all 

TABLE 2.1. 

Characteristics of Healthy and Unhealthy Board Cultures

Healthy Boards Are Marked By Unhealthy Boards Are Marked By

Distributed infl uence Dominant inner circle

Collective wisdom Individual convictions

Open-minded listeners Close-minded speakers

Constructive dissent Back-channel agitation

Transparency Opacity

Confi dentiality Seepage

Diligence Disengagement

Respect and trust Disregard and distrust

Clear expectations Ambiguous expectations

Mutual accountability Collective impunity

Source: Chait, R. (2016, May/June), p. 22.
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8  PRACTICAL WISDOM

three elements and work across the interdependent set—structure, content, 
and culture. Integration matters and attending to one part of the equation 
without due attention to the other two may not help boards get to where 
they need to be. The subsequent chapters of this book address many of the 
component parts of this challenge. But fi rst, we turn to a framework that 
many boards have found helpful.

The Past, Present, and Future of Board Work

 Although much longer lists exist (AGB, 2010), board responsibilities can 
be categorized into four primary areas (Chait, Ryan, & Taylor, 2005; 
Committee of University Chairs [CUC], 2014):

1. Stating, and revising, if necessary, the university’s mission and purpose
2. Monitoring university performance, quality, and compliance and hold-

ing the administration accountable
3. Developing and safeguarding the institution’s fi nancial and physical 

resources while monitoring risk
4. Being the conduit between the institution and its environment; advocat-

ing on its behalf; defending the university; and working to minimize 
undue intervention

Chait and colleagues (2005) offered a new framework for thinking about 
board work through their “governance as leadership” model:

• The fi duciary work of boards ensures that boards are stewards of their 
universities and that the universities are compliant with laws and reg-
ulations, making progress advancing the mission of the institution 
and using resources appropriately.

• The strategic work of boards focuses on advancing the university’s mission 
and priorities in a changing environment of threats and opportunities 
while accounting for institutional strengths and weaknesses.

• The generative work brings diverse trustee knowledge and wisdom 
to the challenges and opportunities facing the university to 
provide leadership in partnership with the CEO. This fi nal type of 
engagement—generative—is especially important when the issue is 
still ambiguous and open to interpretation (Trower, 2013). Trustees 
bring their sensemaking abilities to perceive and frame issues to the 
collective work of the board to help the institution think wisely about 
its long-term viability and vitality.
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THE EVOLVING BOARD  9

Some boards have found this framework diffi cult to adopt. A related (yet 
alternative) way that might be more easily understood and put into practice 
is to still think of board work in three areas, but to also think of the work 
as it relates to time—past, present, and future. Governance work is tied to 
the past through board oversight and stewardship roles, the present in the 
board’s problem-solving role, and the future with the board serving as strate-
gists about what might happen and possible steps to take and as long-term 
guardians of the mission.

The oversight work of boards looks back at past performance. How 
well did the institution do regarding budget or enrollment projections? 
How well is the investment strategy working? What have been the returns? 
Accountability and oversight are essential functions for boards. This work 
has the board looking in the rearview mirror.

Obviously, boards also work in the present, particularly related to their 
problem-solving role. Asking questions such as “What is the cost of the pro-
posed new fi nancial aid policy” or “Are we confi dent that students are learn-
ing?” are tied to the present, as are issues like understanding institutional 
responses to sexual misconduct or student protests over diversity and inclu-
sion. The present is where problems are solved and where questions surface 
regarding forthcoming decisions. This is the work of the board looking out 
the side windows.

Finally, boards must look well into the future. This is where the strategic 
and generative work is done. In this work, boards are not problem-solvers, 
but problem-seekers, working to fi nd and frame issues for better under-
standing (Trower, 2013). This work is essential, yet too often overlooked by 
boards as they focus mostly on the past and present. As Sawyer (2007) noted, 
“The most transformative creativity results when a group either thinks of a 
new way to frame a problem or fi nds a new problem that no one noticed 
before” (p. 16). Asking questions about topics such as what demographic 
changes might mean for the university, how the economy is changing in 
ways to which the university might better respond, or what a new type of 
technology might mean for creating a competitive advantage helps focus 
boards on the future. This work has the board collectively looking out the 
windshield—over the horizon (or trying to see around corners).

Each point in time requires boards to adopt different ways of thinking. 
The more different ways boards can think in the boardroom the better. 
The accountability/oversight role is, fundamentally, analytic. What are the 
facts and what do they suggest? How do we evaluate the evidence? The 
problem-solving role requires an inquisitive perspective. Questions such as 
“What?” and “Why?” are inquisitive. The strategy/problem-fi nding role 
asks boards to be exploratory and get at the “So what?” questions like “What 
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10  PRACTICAL WISDOM

sense do we make of this or that?” and “What are the potential conse-
quences of... ?” Table 2.2 summarizes these ideas regarding past, present, 
and future.

Boards can use this framework to review their performance, looking at 
both the allocation of time across the past, present, and future dimensions 
and at the board’s capacity to do this different type of work (see Tables 2.3 
and 2.4).

TABLE 2.2.

Board Work: The Past, Present, and Future

The Past The Present The Future

Function Oversight of 
progress/

Accountability

Problem-solving Strategy/
Problem-fi nding/
Mission guardian 

role

Mind-set Analytic Inquisitive Exploratory

Sample 
questions 
boards ask

How did our actual 
performance 
compare with 
our budget 
projections?

How well is our 
investment 
strategy working?

Did the president 
have a successful 
year?

What is the cost of 
the new tuition 
and fi nancial aid 
policy?

Are we confi dent 
that students are 
learning?

What are we doing 
about the academic 
performance of 
athletes?

What might X 
mean for our 
campus?

What are the 
emerging 
trends in the 
economy 
to which 
we should 
respond?

TABLE 2.3.

Board Percentage of Time Allocated to Past, Present, 
and Future (Current and Anticipated)

The Past The Present The Future

Oversight of 
progress

Accountability

Problem-solving Strategy
Problem-

seeking

Percentage of time we are 
currently spending

____ % ____ % ____ %

Percentage of time we 
anticipate needing to spend

____ % ____ % ____ %
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Finally, boards can use this framework as a way to begin to assess their 
performance. The results, coupled with the allocation of time (current and 
anticipated) can be helpful for boards interested in intentionally using their 
time most effectively. For each element, have the trustees assign the board a 
letter grade (A, B, C, D, F) to their focus in considering the past, staying in 
the present, and looking to the future. By thinking about their work across 
these three domains, boards can begin to recognize where they are working 
well and where there are areas for improvement. That was the case for the 
three boards described at the beginning of this chapter.

Applying the Framework

The fi rst board (in crisis mode) in the opening scenarios determined that 
nearly 80% of its time was spent on problem-solving. That board collectively 
recognized that it needed to move more work toward strategy and prob-
lem-fi nding. At the same time, they decided to develop a more consistent 
approach to oversight. They were so busy solving problems that they neither 
looked backward to track institutional progress nor carved out time to look 
forward. Attention was only on the immediate. The board discussed how 
its recent oversight work was tied to crisis-driven issues and only tapped the 
most readily available data. The board was not intentional about its focus, 
so, as a practical step, it decided to develop a board-level dashboard on key 
metrics trustees felt were important (e.g., enrollment in undergraduate and 
graduate programs and the net tuition generated by programs). Regarding 
the future and strategy, the board decided to reconstitute a committee it 
once had on strategic planning and reframed the work away from planning 
to environmental scanning and trend analysis. The board is currently devel-
oping a structure and culture to engage deans and faculty leaders meaning-
fully in this committee’s work that will focus on the college’s 10- to 15-year 
future. The outcomes of the revised committee’s work will then support 
campus planning efforts led by the president and faculty leaders.

TABLE 2.4.

Past Performance GPA for the Three Types of Work

Oversight of 
Progress

Accountability
(Mind-set: Analytic)

Problem-Solving
(Mind-set: 

Inquisitive)

Strategy
Problem-Finding
(Mind-set: 

Exploratory)

Performance 
GPA
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12  PRACTICAL WISDOM

The second board in the scenarios decided that the past president had 
taken complete responsibility for the strategy and problem-fi nding work 
(future focus) as well as the problem-solving work (present focus). The board 
was left with oversight, work they determined was important but not inter-
esting. “Many boards are ineffectual not just because they are confused 
about their role, but because they are dissatisfi ed with their role. They do 
not do their job well because their job does not strike them as worth doing 
well” (Chait et al., 2005, p. 16). A key contributor to board malaise is often 
that holding others accountable is a task not intrinsically rewarding. Chait 
and colleagues noted, “Who has ever been moved to join a board thinking, 
‘I really want to hold this organization to account?’” (p. 19). The participa-
tion (or lack of it) by this board was a case in point. The trustees wanted 
more from their engagement and sought to make meaningful contributions 
to the future trajectory of the institution.

The third board recognized that it was unbalanced in its approach across 
the different issues it discussed. It worked across all three areas—account-
ability, problem-solving, and strategy—but did so in ways that were uneven 
by topic. For example, the board felt it had an appropriate balance across all 
three domains with respect to physical plant and the master planning issues. 
But the board determined that regarding other topics, it spent too much 
time on oversight and had not made the same types of substantive contri-
butions as they had on campus infrastructure. They had work to do across 
all three domains, particularly when it came to the student experience and 
the state’s completion goals. They could provide some oversight but didn’t 
have the knowledge or skills to provide strategy or problem-solving related 
to students and their academic achievement. This conversation opened the 
doorway for the board to express to the president its desire to be more knowl-
edgeable about these topics and how best they could gain such knowledge, 
and the board was able to say that the president could rely more heavily on 
his team’s expertise to assist with board education.

Conclusion

Most boards do not struggle because they don’t understand their roles and 
responsibilities. Instead, they may not recognize the ways in which their 
work has evolved and, in turn, change their ways of operating to add more 
value. They may look for structural changes without attention to the sub-
stance of their work or the impact of culture. “Boards that ignore a dys-
functional culture, abide the status quo, and focus on artifacts [structure 
for instance] rather than assumptions will pay a far steeper price: mediocre 
governance at best and abysmal performance at worse” (Chait, 2016, p. 24). 
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A comprehensive understanding of the intersection of structure, content, 
and culture and an intentional integration (such as aligning board size with 
committee-centric approaches to governance) will help boards operationalize 
their work across the three points in time of board work: the oversight/past, 
problem-solving/present, and problem-fi nding and strategy/future.

Questions for Boards

1. Has our board evolved its governance practices to keep pace with the 
times (and to ensure effectiveness given the institution’s context)? What 
old habits do we still hold dear even though they are outdated?

2. Are we paying attention to and asking the right questions about board 
structure, content, and culture?

3. Are we spending appropriate amounts of time looking at the past (over-
sight), the present (problem-solving), and the future (problem-fi nding, 
strategy)?

4. What letter grades do we give ourselves (and what’s our GPA) for effec-
tiveness in each role—analytic (past), inquisitive (present), and explora-
tory (future)?

For Further Insight

To follow up on some of the issues raised in this chapter, we suggest:

• Chapter 6: Right Answers; Wrong Questions
• Chapter 7: Spending Scarce Time Wisely
• Chapter 10: The “Jobs” of Committees
• Chapter 11: The Culture of Boards—Making the Invisible Visible
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11
T H E  C U LT U R E  O F 

B O A R D S — M A K I N G  T H E 
I N V I S I B L E  V I S I B L E

Governing boards are dynamic groups of individuals where, some-
times, the whole does not equal the sum of the parts. Presidents 
want and need their boards to be active, pro  ductive, and engaged 

assets for the university, college, or state system they govern, yet too many 
boards, as collectives, underperform. Educating boards on what they should 
do—their roles and responsibilities—although important, is insuffi cient. 
Underperforming boards may know their roles but have cultures that limit 
their effectiveness. Board culture, those patterns of behavior and ways of 
understanding that are deeply engrained, reinforced, and taught to new trus-
tees, is what demands attention. It has been said that culture eats structure 
and strategy for lunch, and we agree. But culture is much more elusive and 
diffi cult to explain succinctly, making it a challenge to expose and to leverage 
constructively.

Governing boards are groups of people whose inner-group dynamics 
matter in terms of overall performance. We have seen the worst: disengage-
ment; inner circles, and power cliques; less than candid conversations; dis-
trust and disrespect among trustees or between the board and management; 
inappropriate behaviors by individual trustees; and uneven distribution 
across trustees of information, airtime, and infl uence. It’s impossible for a 
board to govern effectively as an ineffective group. These obstacles to excel-
lent governance are not removed through bylaw revisions, reconfi gured com-
mittees, or changes in the frequency or duration of board meetings. These 
are matters of board culture, not structure or procedure.

Culture is diffi cult to defi ne; however, a description is helpful as we con-
sider the cultural norms of boards. “Culture is the tacit social order of an 
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organization: It shapes behaviors in wide-ranging and durable ways. Cultural 
norms defi ne what is encouraged, discouraged, accepted, or rejected within a 
group” (Grosberg, Lee, Price, & Yo-Jud Cheng, 2018, p. 46). It also is diffi -
cult to measure and discuss, so trustees often hesitate to examine thoroughly 
the board’s chemistry, behaviors, and norms.

And it’s more diffi cult still to change these dynamics. Until now. We 
present a fi eld-tested means to diagnose and categorize board culture that 
distills important insights and implications from data and enables trustees 
and senior staff to explore how they might leverage board culture for the bet-
ter. When the board’s culture improves, the board’s performance improves, 
and the institution is better served.

The Silent Director

The focus on board culture is based on the premise that it is not what boards 
do (or don’t do) but how trustees think and interact while governing that 
really matters. Most boards function suffi ciently (we argue they are “striving 
for mediocrity” in chapter 4); they go about their business, and the institu-
tion goes about its work. But the best boards function in ways that add value 
to the institutions they serve. (There are, of course, boards that operate at 
the other end of this continuum, and we read about them in the newspapers, 
but this isn’t an essay about serious dysfunction.) An important differentia-
tor between the majority of boards—those simply mediocre—and those that 
add signifi cant value isn’t their structure or size, the tenure of their leaders, 
or the frequency or lengths of their meetings; it’s how they work together 
(Chait, 2016; Charan, 2005; Prybil, 2006).

In the fi rst chapter, we have defi ned board culture as those patterns of 
behavior and ways of understanding that are deeply engrained, reinforced, 
and taught to new trustees. Because of its importance in how culture affects 
trustee interaction and board performance, it demands attention.

Boards are complex and sophisticated social groups. They have their 
own dynamics that propel or impede their collective impact. As Yale’s 
Jeffrey Sonnenfeld (2002) noted, the path toward better board per-
formance is “to manage the social system a board actually is” (p. 106). 
It is this social system that is often left unattended. “Most directors aren’t 
aware of the group dynamics that affect the board’s behavior... how much 
their membership in groups infl uences their behavior and how others 
behave toward them” and are, therefore, “blind to the need to correct it 
in some cases or to exploit it in others” (Alderfer, 1986, p. 38).Attempts 
to improve governance through policy mandates, better information, and 
restructuring committees address only part of the problem and may never 
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get at the core of ingrained patterns of behavior that really matter to board 
effectiveness. “Changes in structure and operations have produced greater 
effi ciency, but problems like disengagement, dysfunction and misconduct 
persist—challenges that alterations to board architecture and mechanics 
cannot resolve” (Chait, 2016, p. 20). Board culture matters—so much 
that it has been called “the invisible director” (Alderfer, 1986, p. 38). But 
here is the diffi cult part: Culture is often invisible to those immersed in it 
and therefore diffi cult to make concrete and actionable. The challenge is 
to make culture visible so that it can be changed when it gets in the way of 
effective governance.

Defining Organizational Culture

As noted, organizational culture is an ambiguous concept, both in terms of 
defi nitions and in one’s ability to capture it easily. Appropriate to our focus 
on board dynamics and how new trustees become enculturated, culture can 
be defi ned as follows:

A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its 
problems... that has worked well-enough to be considered valid and, there-
fore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, 
and feel. (Schein, 1992, p. 12)

There are several ideas important for boards as they think about their 
culture, including the following:

• Culture is developed within each group and therefore unique to that 
group. Understanding culture at a meaningful level is not about fi t-
ting board cultures into set categories or typologies. Although boards 
are likely to share some similarities in their cultures, there are cultural 
specifi cs to each board.

• Culture continually evolves. Because culture is based on learning 
through experience, as the experiences change and new lessons are 
learned, culture can evolve and be changed as well. In addition, as 
new members join boards, the cultural dynamic also changes because 
newcomers alter the team.

• Culture includes a range of ways of understanding and responding. 
It shapes the ways that board members make sense of events, develop 
consensus about which types of questions are appropriate to ask and 
not to ask, and determine patterns of infl uence of who speaks with 
what authority.
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• Culture is transmitted to new board members. Intentionally or 
unintentionally, new members of boards learn its culture over time. 
It only takes one time to ask the “wrong” question or challenge the 
“wrong” person to learn (the hard way) the “rules of the game.” 
Therefore, astute new board members often become aware of the 
implicit dimensions of a board’s culture before they become enmeshed 
in it.

Making Culture Visible and Actionable

To make board culture—which mostly comprises “unconscious group pro-
cesses” (Alderfer, 1986, p. 38)—manageable and understandable, we have 
identifi ed a set of cultural dynamics applicable to the boardroom. We sought 
elements that can be framed as continuums to be able to create cultural pro-
fi les of boards. The point is not to determine a good and bad culture, but 
to describe board culture in concrete ways and facilitate board discussions 
about the strengths and potential vulnerabilities of that cultural profi le for 
that particular board at this point in time.

Our continuum elements, discussed in more detail in the following 
paragraphs, include the diffusion of infl uence, decision-making tendencies, 
dominant mind-sets, and a challenge/support bias. There are also important 
issues of comportment—trust, respect, and candor. Board culture may very 
well consist of many factors (see chapter 2, Table 2.1); however, to make 
culture concrete, measurable, actionable, and comparable, we identify the 
following discrete set of elements that have risen to the fore in focus groups, 
interviews, and research on the topic of what matters most to measuring 
board culture.

Patterns of Influence

Power dynamics infl uence how groups of all types function (Baldridge, 
1971; Raven, 2008). The sources of that infl uence may be tied to a variety 
of power bases (French & Raven, 1959). It is not uncommon, for instance, 
for wealthier board members to have extra infl uence because of their philan-
thropic potential or for longer-serving trustees to have infl uence due to expe-
rience. (See chapter 12 on power within boards for more discussion of the 
sources of these board dynamics.) However, the question regarding board 
culture is “To what extent is power consolidated in the hands of a few versus 
widespread among board members?” This dimension of culture infl uences 
how boards, as a group, act.
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Decision-Making Preferences

Boards use their collective judgment to decide, offer suggestions, and help 
leaders think in different ways. The question we pose is “How well does the 
board, as a group, decide?” To make decisions, boards must do two things: 
identify the list of potential solutions, which requires fl exibility and imagi-
nation (Sunstein & Hastie, 2015), if not foolishness (March, 1994), and 
select the preferred solution, which requires groups to be “tight and analytic” 
(Sunstein & Hastie, 2015, p. 15). These are two different processes. Boards 
may have a preference for deciding in ways that are “fast” (intuitive and 
emotional) or they may have a preference toward decision processes that 
are “slow” (calculating, logical, and deliberative) (Kahneman, 2011). The 
way boards think about problems may be to diverge (the messy, complex 
fi rst step) or it may be to converge (the tight, analytic process). We classify a 
board’s decision-making tendency as convergent or divergent thinking.

Mind-set

The composition of most boards consists primarily of individuals who are 
not of the academy. They are lay trustees who come from a variety of profes-
sional backgrounds, the most common being corporate (AGB, 2016). Yet 
these are individuals who have made a commitment to the academic ide-
als of their universities and colleges (AGB, 2015b; Drucker, 1990), work 
closely with academic leaders, and engage with faculty and students. They 
walk the line between their day jobs and their academic volunteerism. These 
two worlds—with their different mind-sets—affect board culture. Associated 
with each are different assumptions about what leaders do, the role and pre-
rogative of faculty, and the impact of mission, for instance. Mind-sets mat-
ter regarding how boards understand and act. Mind-sets create lenses which 
call into focus some things and minimize others (Gioia & Thomas, 1996; 
Weick, 1995). Does the board have a disposition toward a corporate mind-
set or an academic one?

Challenge and Support

How boards perceive their roles may come down to their assumptions regard-
ing support or challenge (Boyd, Takacs Haynes, & Zona, 2011). Although 
greatly oversimplifying their work, some boards believe their primary role 
is to manage risk, ensure compliance, and keep the university or college on 
track (Pearce & Zahra, 1992). This is the challenge function. Other boards 
see their role as that of stewardship, in which they act in the best interest of 
the institution, tilting their behavior toward cooperation, collaboration, and 
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support (Westphal, 1999). This fundamental belief in one role or the other 
shapes how boards approach their work, set their priorities, and favor some 
issues over others.

Comportment

Finally, how people treat each other is a fundamental component of board 
culture. Factors such as trust, candor, and respect contribute much to the 
prevailing tenor in all types of work groups (Cerna, 2014) De Jong, Dirks, 
& Gillespie, 2016). These elements work in concert to reinforce each other, 
leading to more benefi cial outcomes. “Positive expectations about others 
facilitate positive behaviors when interacting with them; those behaviors, 
in turn, strengthen positive expectations; hence, a virtuous cycle in which 
expectation and action collude to create and reinforce desired outcomes” 
(Kramer, 2010, p. 83). Trust, candor, and respect are essential to board 
behavior. Unlike the issues noted previously, this one is not a continuum. 
More trust, candor, and respect are always better in a boardroom than less 
of each.

Putting the Pieces Together

Board cultures are complex composites of the characteristics and preferences 
noted previously. To make sense of this information and organize it in a way 
that is helpful, we borrow an idea from a popular personality framework—
the classic Myers-Briggs Type Inventory. This inventory helps individuals 
understand their preferences along a continuum, and the strengths and weak-
nesses of those preferences (Quenk, 2001). For example, being introverted 
or extraverted, on its face, is neither good nor bad, rather it depends on the 
context and the ways in which strengths and blind spots play themselves out 
for an individual. We believe a similar approach can help boards understand 
their culture, their strengths, and potential vulnerabilities, and then act upon 
those understandings to improve governance.

The one exception, as noted previously, relates to comportment. Having 
more trust between board members is better than less, having more respect 
for one another and each other’s contributions is healthier then animosity, 
and being more open is more desirable than having off-line conversations or 
“parking lot meetings” (that occur after the board meeting as trustees head 
to their cars).

For the dimension of culture described previously we have developed 
continuums, shown in Figure 11.1. For each dimension, we identify cul-
tural strengths and potential vulnerabilities, some of which we outline in the 
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following sections. The strengths are elements that the board might leverage 
to further advance governance. The vulnerabilities are those elements to help 
them take stock of potential shortcomings and develop strategies to respond. 
The point of all of this is, again, to make culture explicit and actionable, with 
the intent of helping boards govern better.

A Profile in Action

We developed a survey to reveal a board’s “cultural profi le.” The follow-
ing example is from a private university (alias Mid-South University) with a 
board of 27 trustees. The underlined sections of each part of the continuum 
are its “profi le”—in this case, distributed infl uence, divergent thinking, cor-
porate mind-set, and partner role (see Figure 11.2). The percentages indi-
cate how strong or consistent the board’s preference is for each element. For 
example, in terms of Comportment—Trust, Respect, Civility, and Candor 
—Mid-South scored very well (see Figure 11.3).

For each dimension, we outline examples of strengths and potential 
vulnerabilities, which become topics of conversation for a board retreat. 
Examples of the upside and potential drawbacks of boards with Mid-South 
University’s profi le may be found in the following tables: Table 11.1—
Distributed Infl uence; Table 11.2—Divergent Thinking; 11.3—Corporate 
Mind-set; and Table 11.4—Partner Role. These positive and potentially 
negative aspects for each element in an institution’s profi le provide a 
springboard to get the board discussing how it sees each play out in the 
boardroom.

The story of board culture and its impact on the dynamics for Mid-
South University’s board go beyond these elements, however. For example, 
when we examined the responses of women trustees, we learned that they 

Figure 11.1. Dimensions of board culture.

•   Consolidated versus Distributed InfluenceHow boards act

•    Convergent versus Divergent ThinkingHow boards decide

•    Academic versus CorporateWhat mind-set boards have

•   Partner versus Critic
How boards perceive their

role

•  Trust; Respect; CandorHow individuals treat each
other
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had very different experiences from their male counterparts regarding con-
solidated/distributed infl uence (see Figure 11.4).

Women trustees reported patterns of consolidated infl uence rather than 
the distributed infl uence reported in the main. This reveals a blind spot for 
the male trustees. Whereas the men reported that the board treated everyone 
and their ideas equally, the women reported experiencing power dynamics 
that rested in the hands of a few. They saw a “board within a board” that 
the men who sat in the most infl uential positions did not see. Through a 
facilitated discussion, the board came to recognize that the key committees 

Figure 11.2. Mid-South University culture profi le.
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Figure 11.3. Mid-South University comportment scores.
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were male-dominated, that the executive committee was all male except for 
its newest member (who reportedly “doesn’t say much”), and that the com-
mittee recommendations that the board seemed to revisit and doubt the 
most were those coming from the handful of committees where most of the 
women served. The male chairs and their committees were rarely, if ever, 
second-guessed by the board.

The board made the following changes after surfacing this cultural rift. 
It agreed to rethink its process for appointing committee chairs and worked 
to assign women to the more infl uential committees, such as fi nance and 

TABLE 11.1. 

Distributed Infl uence Strengths and Potential Vulnerabilities

Strengths Potential Vulnerabilities

Many (potentially diverse) opinions shape 
discussions and decisions.

May slow decision-making.

Benefi t from broad and diverse perspectives. Arguments and disagreements 
may not be resolved.

When certain individuals are absent, the 
work can continue.

May become the “Wild West” 
when focus is necessary.

Minimizes an “in group” on the board. Uninformed, but vocal, members 
may have too much infl uence.

More people feel that their input matters.

Contributes to feelings of connectedness to 
the board and its work.

TABLE 11.2. 

Divergent Thinking Strengths and Potential Vulnerabilities

Strengths Potential Vulnerabilities

Intentionally welcomes diverse 
opinions.

Diffi culty zeroing in on the key issues 
and a course of action.

Well suited for complex issues. Little easy consensus among trustees.

Focuses on exploring problems. Trustees may feel they are not on the 
same page.

Minimizes the potential for blind 
spots.

May make it diffi cult to “pull the 
trigger” on some decisions.

Fosters “creative” problem-solving. May result in the board overthinking 
certain problems.
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academic affairs. The board chair and committee chairs became more cog-
nizant about who speaks and who does not, and now intentionally structure 
discussions that seek input from those individuals who are often quiet in 
deliberations. This board was willing to change its patterns of infl uence once 

TABLE 11.3. 

Corporate Mind-set Strengths and Potential Vulnerabilities

Strengths Potential Vulnerabilities

Brings “discipline” to board work and 
the institution.

Views mission as a tool (strategy), 
rather than having intrinsic value.

Data drive decisions. May not attend to academic values; 
overemphasizes bottom line.

Favors management tools (Key 
Performance Indicators).

May value the immediate and new 
over long run and historic.

Focus on the fi nancial bottom line. May not appreciate shared governance 
or faculty voice (don’t see faculty as 
partners in shaping strategy).

Market matters; strive for 
responsiveness to customers and 
competition.

May overvalue administrative view and 
undervalue faculty opinion.

Bias toward leadership at the top; 
reinforce presidential prerogative.

Could wade into areas without 
realizing the weights of their questions 
(program closure; tenure).

TABLE 11.4. 

Partner Role Strengths and Potential Vulnerabilities

Strengths Potential Vulnerabilities

Focus on the institution fi rst and not 
representing stakeholders.

Does not ask hard or unpopular 
questions.

Easily “partners” with president. May follow administration’s lead too 
easily.

President shares challenges openly. May give up ownership of agendas 
(board and committees).

Better, more comprehensive 
information fl ow between board and 
administration.

Responds rather than shapes or drives.

Staff work openly with committees. May easily blur governance and 
management.
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it realized this hidden dynamic. But other boards are not as willing to chal-
lenge the status quo regarding power dynamics (see chapter 12 for more 
discussion).

The “cultural profi le” also allows the consideration of the interactions 
of different cultural components or how they work as a set. For instance, 
divergent thinking coupled with distributed infl uence is likely to help the 
board think broadly about complex issues and not rush to conclusions before 
they understand the issue from multiple perspectives. The partner role cou-
pled with the corporate mind-set might suggest that the board has an ability 
to understand this particular university and how it is situated in the higher 
education sector, and have the discipline to stay focused on key performance 
metrics without becoming overly enamored by mission. Such a board can 
appreciate both mission-based performance metrics as well as those related 
to fi nancial viability. The cultural profi le of Mid-South University points 
clearly to strengths that the board can more intentionally leverage as it oper-
ates, provides a set of descriptors about how it works to help new board 
members transition onto the board, and reveals blind spots for the board to 
address.

Context Is King

As with most things, when it comes to culture, context is important. 
Although others may suggest that there is a better, if not best, board cul-
ture, we think that context matters. This is the reason we identify strengths 
and potential vulnerabilities for each dimension (except comportment, as 
we’ve noted). For example, distributed infl uence is not always better or 

Figure 11.4. How women versus men view infl uence (consolidated versus 
distributed) at Mid-South University.
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healthier than consolidated infl uence. Think about a very large board, in a 
highly dynamic situation or in crisis mode, where it needs to make decisions 
quickly. This board, and its president, may be well served by a board culture 
that has consolidated infl uence. A small number of highly respected and 
good board leaders are able to respond quickly. They do their homework and 
are well informed about complex issues and have the trust of the president 
and the rest of the board. On the other hand, consolidated infl uence may 
create vulnerabilities. A board that has consolidated infl uence functioning in 
a different context may benefi t from widespread input to understand novel 
and complex situations. That board may fi nd itself excluding well-informed 
members who have much to add. If a small group of trustees dominates all 
board work, takes up the most airtime during board meetings, shapes all 
agendas, and even talks over other trustees, why would others participate? 
What is important is the strengths and vulnerabilities in light of the work the 
board needs to conduct and the context in which it operates.

Conclusion

A cultural lens to the work of boards can shed light on many important fac-
tors. But the real benefi t is having the means to make elements of culture 
visible and thus actionable, not simply say culture matters. What boards do 
with the information about their culture is what matters most. Once boards 
have the language to understand their own culture, the subsequent work 
should focus on the extent to which the board’s culture is aligned with the 
demands of the environment in which the institution and the board has 
to work and the nature of the work it faces. The cultural profi les of boards 
suggest that they may be well suited for some work and some situations, but 
ill-prepared for other situations. Knowing these can be extremely important 
to ensure ongoing board effectiveness.

Helping the board and the president understand the board’s strengths 
and blind spots is essential to make culture actionable. This process allows 
the president and board members to have meaningful conversations about 
the operative board culture, whether it is working well in the current (and 
future) context, think about what changes to culture might be helpful, and 
develop strategies to act. The board culture profi le provides a road map to 
align board dynamics with the work the board needs to accomplish, the pres-
ident’s leadership style, and the institution’s context.

The real goal of understanding board culture and its infl uence on how 
boards work can put governance on the pathway toward increased effective-
ness. It is making sure that “invisible director” is moving the board in the 
right direction.
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Questions for Boards

1. How much thought have you given to the role culture plays in your 
boardroom?

2. What are some words that might describe your board’s culture? How 
consistent do you think these descriptors would be across the trustees? 
Would you identify the same words or different ones?

3. What strengths and potential vulnerabilities do you see in your current 
board culture?

4. Do you have the right culture for the context in which you are operating 
and the work the board is facing?

For Further Insight
To follow up on some of the issues raised in this chapter, we suggest:

• Chapter 2: The Evolving Board: Ways to Think About Governing 
Today

• Chapter 4: Is Your Board Mediocre?
• Chapter 6: Right Answers; Wrong Questions
• Chapter 12: The (Not So) Hidden Dynamics of Power and Infl uence
• Chapter 16: Getting to Grips With Shared Governance.
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