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INTRODUCTION: 

The Board Your Nonprofit Needs
 

Few things are more critical to your nonprofit’s health, success and sustainability than an effective 

board of directors. Your board can make or break your nonprofit’s success. That’s why it’s crucial to 

gather the right people for the task. 

For many nonprofits, the board is merely a formality, giving very little tangible or consistent 

assistance. Nonprofits in that situation are missing out on crucial leadership and exposure. If that’s the 

state of your nonprofit today, don’t give up hope! With this guide, you can create the board you need. 

Recruiting, building, managing and engaging a leadership team made up solely of volunteers is one 

of the most ambitious, delicate and daunting responsibilities a CEO or executive director will have. 

To build a board you can be proud of, you need to consider the type of people who can champion your 

nonprofit’s mission―and then seek them out.

Where do you start? 

In the next few pages, we’ll walk through everything your nonprofit should know when it comes to 

building, leading and equipping your board. 

If you’re ready to build a powerful nonprofit board that plays a valuable role in achieving your 

organization’s mission, let’s get started…
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 STEP 1:

Build a Board You Can 
Be Proud Of 

When we think about having a great board of directors, it can be tempting to fantasize about having 

lots of big-name powerhouses who could write large checks. Although the money would be nice, in 

reality, these people may have no real connection to your cause―and money can’t cover that gap.  

The ABCs of donor prospecting―access, belief and capacity―all apply to board recruitment. You 

need to have access to these individuals. They need to believe in your cause. And while we typically 

think of capacity as their giving potential, instead consider it as a board prospect’s availability to 

commit time and talents to your organization.    

Other qualities to search for in a board member include a willingness to engage, personal connection to 

your cause, network of key contacts, capacity to give, prior board experience and specialized expertise.  

HOW TO BUILD AN A-TEAM BOARD

How do you make it happen? Here are five steps to an A-team board:

Step One: List who you want to serve. Who are the current or up-and-coming movers and 

shakers in your community and your sector?  

Step Two: Determine accessibility. Do you currently have access to them? And if not, who can 

make the introduction? Is there another board member, a donor or a community leader who might 

be able to make the connection? Do you have mutual connections on LinkedIn that help you get the 

introduction?  

Step Three: Identify that they truly care about your cause. Nothing trumps passion. Their 

passion is what will open the doors to their network, inspire them to make stretch gifts and keep 

them engaged.  
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Step Four: Make sure they can commit. Next to their passion for your cause, the single greatest 

predictor of your success with new board members is their clear understanding of the responsibilities 

of board service. Too often we fail in this regard. Eager to fill a vacant seat or secure a well-known 

name, we fail to clearly communicate expectations of service, especially fundraising expectations, and 

we end up with a recipe for churn and failure.  

Step Five: Cultivate them if it’s not the right time. Not every board prospect will be ready to 

commit when you are. Most won’t. You’ve got to cultivate their engagement in your cause so you are 

next in line and able to move them to your board as soon as their commitment allows.       

Keeping the ABCs of donor prospecting in mind as you take all these steps will help you build the 

powerhouse board you need with A-Team members who will make your nonprofit successful.

YOU HAVE PROSPECTIVE BOARD MEMBERS . . . NOW WHAT?

Let’s say your organization has identified a strong board prospect. You’ve taken some key next steps 

to further engage them in your mission and you’re ready to discuss board service. Congratulations! 

The stage you are in right now is a lot like being on a job interview, and you need to remember the old 

adage: interview them as much as they are interviewing you. 

Ten Questions to Ask a Potential Board Member

So what kind of questions do you need to ask them? Here are ten questions you can (and should) ask 

every prospective board member: 

1. What makes our mission meaningful to you? 

2. What are some of your prior board leadership experiences?    

3. What skills, connections, resources and expertise do you have to offer and are willing to use on 

the behalf of the organization?  

4. Do you have any worries or concerns about joining the board?  

5. Do you have personal aspirations that could be enhanced by board service?

6. How much time a month can you commit to meetings and serving the mission? 

7. What motivates you?  
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8. What are your expectations from the management of the nonprofits where you’ve served as a 

board member?  

9. Are you willing to make a financial commitment that is a stretch?  

10. How important is socially interacting with other members?  

Five Things Potential Board Members Should Be Asking You

By the same token, you should be prepared for your prospective board member to ask you some 

critical questions too! They may ask about the board’s weaknesses, what your expectations are and 

what makes your organization unique. Below are some questions you want to be able to answer about 

the organization.  

1. Who is on the board now? How did they get there?  

2. How long are the terms? How many people are required for a quorum? 

3. What committees exist? Who is on them? Are they active?  

4. What do the financial statements look like? What is the annual operating budget? What 

are the top revenue streams and the largest expense categories? Is there a deficit? Does the 

organization have an annual audit and has it consistently been in good standing? Are there 

any outstanding legal issues going on with the agency? 

5. What are the responsibilities of board members? Is the board well staffed with an 

existing leadership who are eager and capable of moving into new leadership roles on the board?  

As you interview the potential board members, elaborate upon the opportunity and rewards of 

service. Be genuine when you discuss the support board members receive. Don’t be tempted to 

downplay your expectations to recruit a noncommittal “big name” board member.  

A Good Rule of Thumb: Try Before You Buy

While you may have taken the proper steps to vet potential members on the front end, there will be 

times when a board member simply isn’t the right fit. So you might want to try someone out before 

making the commitment. There are lots of meaningful ways for folks to leverage their engagement, 

support your organization and bring in more donors without occupying a board seat.  
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Traditionally, organizations have placed these individuals in a perpetual parking spot known as 

the “advisory board,” which is reserved for big name individuals who don’t have the willingness 

or capacity to serve on the board. Their names appear on the letterhead but other than receiving 

an annual report there is little interaction. Organizations are better served engaging with these 

individuals strategically to leverage their networks to widen the organization’s circle of friends.  A 

great example of this is a Leadership Council where members commit to an annual gift amount of 

$2,000 and to bringing 25 individuals into the organization to experience its events or programs.  

Another great solution is to test someone interested in board service with a committee role first, whether 

a short-term ad hoc committee or a standing committee. Both you and your committee member get to 

try-on service and make sure it’s a good fit for each of you before any appointment is made.  

HOW TO “ONBOARD” NEW BOARD MEMBERS

Onboarding a new board member starts them off on the right foot with board service and sets the 

tone for a great tenure. They can start making an impact sooner, and it sets them―and the whole 

board―up for success. While it might be an obvious statement, it’s important to remember that 

the overall effectiveness of a board member is directly connected with how intentional we are with 

integrating them into our organization. 

Five Steps to Effective Onboarding

If you want to maximize your opportunity to onboard a new board member, here are five important 

steps to consider: 

Step 1: Give them a 1:1 orientation. Ideally, this is done with the board chair and the CEO or 

ED at the organization’s offices. It includes a tour, meeting the staff and sitting down to review the 

board contract.  

Step #2: Match them with a board buddy. Match your new board member with a seasoned 

member to help them adjust to the new role. Not only does this help your new board member get 

up to speed faster and eliminate feelings of intimidation being the new kid on the block, but it 

also satisfies one of board members’ most common reasons for joining a board: socializing and 

networking with peers.  
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Step #3: Provide them with a board handbook. A comprehensive board handbook is a 

great tool to educate your members about the organization and empower them to serve. Some core 

components to include:  

•	 Organizational information (case statement, current newsletter, staff roster, program 

overview, development plan, bylaws and budget) 

•	 Board information (board contract, board roster, meeting schedule, current strategic plan, 

committee overview, chairs and members)

•	 Meeting materials (schedule of meetings, agendas and minutes) 

Step #4: Host a welcome reception. If you’ve got a new slate of board members joining 

at once, this is a great way to introduce them to the rest of the board, staff, donors, clients and 

community leaders.  

Step #5: Announce it publically. Send a press release announcing your new board members to 

your local newspaper and business journal. Most have an “On the Move” section, and this is a simple, 

free way to get publicity for your organization and your new board member.      

Taking these steps will make a tremendous difference for your new board members. They will 

appreciate your efforts to get them acclimated to the board and their new responsibilities. And 

you’ll notice the difference when they are quickly making a marked difference for your organization 

and mission. 
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STEP 2: 

Lead Your Board with 
Intentionality and Purpose

When we think about cultivating great board members, most people think about big names and big 

wallets. But there’s a lot more that goes into a great board member, such as a connection to your 

cause, the ability to give, prior board experience, a strong network of key contacts and an area of 

specialization, knowledge or influence that could help the organization. 

WHAT DO GREAT BOARD MEMBERS HAVE IN COMMON?  

While you definitely want board members who are community and business leaders with significant 

giving capacity, the most important thing by far for your success is that board members have a clear 

understanding of their responsibilities as board members. 

If you want to lead your board effectively, here are five common traits to develop and cultivate:

1. They hold themselves and the organization accountable. Board members should be 

constructive partners in achieving the organization’s mission.  

2. They are genuinely passionate about the mission. There is no substitute for passion.  

Passion trumps everything. Studies show that not only does passion rub off on others and 

increase their happiness levels, it is also one of the primary traits making leaders successful.  

3. They open doors to new donors and make a personal gift. If your board members 

haven’t given of themselves why should anyone else give?  

4. They are focused on fulfilling the mission and see the big picture. It’s easy for 

organizational attention to drift away from the mission but a strong board maintains a laser 

focus on fulfilling the mission.   

5. They ask tough questions. Great board members provide perspective, ask for updates 

from the field and offer objective analysis to support and expand your staff’s reach and impact. 

They don’t shy away from thoughtful questions such as: “Are we spending and raising money 

according to plan?” They’re also open to self-reflective questions about the value the board is 

contributing to the organization.  
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These traits make a board member invaluable to the organization. But such members are made, not 

born―you can develop great board members through training and coaching.

Use these traits to help your board members grow into a powerhouse team that will make a 

significant difference for your organization’s mission. 

Your powerhouse board members are likely leaders in their organizations, community and churches. 

These are exactly the people you need to make your organization a success! 

FIVE SIMPLE WAYS TO INSTANTLY IMPROVE YOUR NEXT BOARD 
MEETING

Do your board members a favor: Shake up your board meeting format to energize your members and 

help them engage for the good of your organization. Here are five ways you can change your next 

meeting:

1. Take a 5-minute break to call donors to thank them for their gifts. Your donors 

perceive your board to be the highest form of leadership and authority in your organization. 

At every board meeting, take a five-minute thank-a-thon break and give each board member a 

handful of donors to call. Be sure to list gift amounts and any background information that will 

help your board members connect with the donor. Include a few sample lines of what to say in 

the call. Then sit back and let the magic happen! Not only will this make your board members feel 

the joy of fundraising and dramatically increase their connection to donors, but this also has an 

overwhelmingly positive impact on donor retention. 

2. Include a short personal testimony from a client or have a staff person describe a 

day in on the front lines. Hearing a personal story of how your organization made a difference 

recently fuels your board members’ passion for the cause and gives them a toolkit of powerful 

stories from the front lines to share on fundraising visits. 

3. Have a board member describe the mission and why it’s meaningful to them. This 

reconnects your board members with why they are serving and inspires everyone in the room. 

Encourage your board members to share an accomplishment they’re proud of. It is a great way to 

spotlight their engagement with your organization and let them do the talking.

4. Throw out Robert’s Rules of Order. Your board is not a parliament. Don’t be afraid to 

have simple voting when you need to and ditch the formalities. Create agendas driven by goals 
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and outcomes. Board members get tired of the same old committee reports, motions and votes. 

Change it up to be outcome driven.

5. Make time for strategic conversations. Plan a board retreat for an extended time to tackle 

an interesting item you’ve wanted to explore. Split board members into small groups or pairs to 

tackle the problems and report their findings.  

You could even dedicate one board meeting to discussion by splitting your board members in 

pairs to develop solutions and reconvene to share ideas. Try tackling one topic each meeting or 

every other meeting.  

Another idea might be to host a fireside chat with the CEO. Set aside 10 minutes for the board 

to interview the CEO about what is on their minds, what they are most excited about or what’s 

keeping them up at night.    

By implementing these ideas, you’ll freshen up your typical board meeting. Your members will 

appreciate the new approach. The effectiveness of their efforts will multiply for the good of your 

mission and those you serve.
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STEP 3: 

Equip Your Board to Become
Fundraising Superheroes

On the scale of top fears harbored by the general public, fundraising is near the top of the list. I’d say 

that’s about right. Ninety-nine percent of the nonprofit professionals I meet are frustrated by their 

board’s unwillingness to raise money. After 20 years in this industry, I have only met one person who 

boasted that she had a strong fundraising board.  

FIVE REASONS WHY YOUR BOARD IS NOT FUNDRAISING

Do you ever think about why your board members don’t want to fundraise? Here are five reasons:   

1. They believe that’s the only reason you asked them to serve. Without the right 

expectations and training, your board members might feel like their primary role is to ask 

people in their sphere of influence for money. The last thing you want is for board members to 

feel like you’re using them for their monetary connections. 

2. They’re afraid to make the ask. Some board members are natural salespeople. Others, 

however, might find asking for money difficult because they don’t know what to say or feel like 

they’re begging people to support your organization.  

3. They lack information or insights to help them. Many board members lack ability to 

fundraise because they don’t feel confident talking about the organization, its mission or the 

programs.   

4. They worry they will be rejected. What happens if they put themselves out there and get 

a no? Some board members might be afraid to fundraise because they’re afraid of feeling like a 

failure if someone rejects their request. 

5. They lack the right perspective. Some board members might feel they are doing 

something terrible by putting a donor on the spot and in the hot seat. They forget that the ask 

they are ultimately making isn’t for you or the organization, it’s for the person whose life will 

be impacted through your organization. 
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These are the reasons why fundraising is the “f-word” to many board members. But there is one 

solution to each of these fears: You. As nonprofit leaders or professional fundraisers, it’s our 

responsibility to set board members up to win. 

HELP YOUR BOARD MEMBERS OVERCOME THEIR FUNDRAISING FEARS

How we invite our board members to be a part of fundraising is everything. Consider your invitation. 

Asking a stranger to open up their wallet and write a check can sound scary. Spending quality time 

getting to know a community leader, or entrepreneur, and what they are passionate about sounds like 

a lot more fun.  

The first step in getting board members to be excited about fundraising is framing it the right way. 

Here are five ways to help board members overcome some of the awkwardness and fear:

1. The world is full of generous people who want to give. For proof they need not look 

any further than the recent ALS Ice Bucket challenge.  

2. 95% of fundraising is cultivation. The ask is the shortest part and literally takes minutes. 

Help your board members keep from being overwhelmed. 

3. Donating money is a pleasant experience that feels joyous to the giver.

4. Remind them that they are just sharing their passion. They are just trying to help 

make the world a better place.  

5. Being asked makes donors feel important. Remind your board members that being 

asked to give isn’t always a nuisance. 

HOW TO TURN BOARD MEMBERS INTO FUNDRAISING SUPERHEROES

Once you’ve helped board members overcome the initial shock of fundraising, it’s time to turn them 

into fundraising superheroes. Here’s how: 

1. Cultivate them just like you would a major donor. Your board members can be one of 

the most valuable assets for your organization if you treat them that way. 

2. Get them up close to the mission to see and feel it in action. When your board 

members see the impact your organization firsthand, they gain a whole new perspective and 

purpose when it comes to asking others to support your cause. 
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3. Give them meaningful, tangible work. Empower your board members to become a 

significant part of your development strategy. However, you don’t want to put too much on 

their plate. A good rule of thumb is to never have more than three donor prospects to manage 

at a time.  

4. Make them feel like active contributors. Let them be the heroes of your story.

5. Build their confidence in fundraising. One simple way to do this is by having them make 

phone calls to thank donors personally for their gift.  

The winning formula is simple: Board members feel connected + they get inspired by your work and 

your need = they want to have an impact and engage others. 
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CONCLUSION: 

Make Your Dream Board a Reality 

 

It’s time for your nonprofit to benefit from a powerhouse board of directors. Assessing the type of 

board members you need, and then actively seeking them out, will help you begin to build a board 

you can be proud of. But just gathering the right people isn’t enough―they need to be coached. If you 

invest in them intentionally and purposefully, your board will conquer their fundraising fears and 

become fundraising superheroes.

This is your dream board! And you can make that dream a reality by implementing the tips, tools 

and ideas provided here. With a bit of work and dedication on your part, you can have the board of 

directors you’ve always wanted―and your nonprofit has always needed for its greatest success. 
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Connect with Us Today
 

Check out our entire list of fundraising resources for more content papers, 

fundraising tools and webinars.

Connect with us on Twitter, LinkedIn and Facebook.

Subscribe to The Digital Drip, our daily blog featuring valuable insights and 

best practices around today’s most important fundraising topics. 

Call us at 214.866.7700.

Contact us to discuss your organization’s fundraising needs.

 

 

http://www.pursuant.com/email-newsletter-signup/alreadysignedup/
http://www.pursuant.com/fundraising-resources/
https://twitter.com/Pursuant
https://twitter.com/Pursuant
https://www.linkedin.com/company/440882?trk=NUS_CMPY_TWIT
https://www.linkedin.com/company/440882?trk=NUS_CMPY_TWIT
https://www.facebook.com/pursuant
https://www.facebook.com/pursuant
http://feeds.feedburner.com/ThePursuantBlog
http://feeds.feedburner.com/ThePursuantBlog
http://www.pursuant.com/contact/
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http://www.girlstart.org/
https://twitter.com/rachelmuir
https://www.linkedin.com/profile/view?id=1131330&authType=NAME_SEARCH&authToken=oiby&locale=en_US&srchid=798389131412880112478&srchindex=1&srchtotal=23&trk=vsrp_people_res_name&trkInfo=VSRPsearchId%3A798389131412880112478%2CVSRPtargetId%3A1131330%2CVSRPcmpt%3Aprimary
http://www.pursuantlabs.org/
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Recommended Resources
 

http://www.pursuant.com/fundraising-resources/the-only-board-contract-youll-ever-need/
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Recommended Resources
 

http://www.pursuant.com/fundraising-resources/rethinking-a-culture-of-philanthropy-key-concepts-to-assess-an-organizations-culture/
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