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T R A N S I T I O N I N G  T O W A R D S  A  B R I G H T E R  F U T U R E  

OVERVIEW 

Redwood guides children and adults with severe and multiple disabilities to achieve independence and reach 

their highest potential throughout their lives, by providing enriching educational, therapeutic, and vocational 

services.  Redwood has been serving the community since 1953 and offers services through four specific areas 

of need:  Children’s Services, Adult Services, Therapeutic Services and Assistive Technology Resource Center.  

The Redwood Board of Directors has been executing against a strategic roadmap that is intended to move 

the Board away from a Management-focused board engaged primarily in Redwood operations into a 

Strategic board that focuses on the future growth and sustainability of Redwood.   Redwood is now 

requesting the assistance of an external consultant to deliver an assessment and recommendations for the next 

phase of the strategic plan process.  There are five key areas of emphasis: 

➢ Identify the distinctions within Operational vs. Strategic Board Models including identifying a Process 

for Transitioning a Board from Operational to Strategic  

➢ Benchmark of Competitor organizations’ boards (National Redwood-like Organization that is 

considered Best-in-Class) along with local ones:  New Perceptions, Bawac, The Point 

➢ Benchmark of nomination process for strategic Board members 

➢ Define the desired role of the Board and of the Board Member 

➢ Conduct a review of the Redwood Board in relation to achieving our future vision 

➢ Develop a plan and timetable for making the transition to a 75% strategic Board role and any 

structural changes that will support that role 

 

 

Benchmark Analysis of Nonprofi t Board Structure and Transition  

The Chapel Hill North Group conducted an analysis of board structures (Table 1) for nonprofit organizations 

in the Greater Cincinnati areas as well as across the country focused on assisting intellectual and 

developmentally disabled (I/DD) individuals and their families. The objective was to understand how these 

organizations’ boards operate (strategic vs. operational), the structure of the board and the policies and 

processes they utilize in pursuit of their efforts.  Our findings will be outlined in each bolded section, followed 

by a summary and recommendation of next steps based on those findings.   

Table 1: Analysis of I/DD Nonprofit Board Structures 
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Of the fifteen (15) boards analyzed, twelve (12) were nationally-focused organizations while three (3) were 

regional or chapter-based organizations.  The overall structure of the outside boards evaluated for this 

analysis remained consistent across most of the organizations with between 4 - 6 officers and as few as 5 and 

as many as 20+ of the latter.  Most of the boards we analyzed did not provide access to board policies, 

prospectus or nomination processes on their website.  These findings run contrary to many “best practice”  

*15 Nonprofits analyzed by Chapel Hill 

approaches articulated by leading academics and practitioners as the lack of transparency in how the 

organization operates is considered a fundamental contributor to board failures.  The degree to which these 

organizations saw themselves as operating more strategic versus operational boards was not altogether clear 

either.  Several conversations with staff members at these organizations produced a variety of different 

perspectives so we based the assessment of the degree of focus of strategic versus operational on what 

information we could determine from the website, the structure of the board and the make-up of the board 

members’ backgrounds.  If there were multiple references to strategic planning or strategy on the website, a 

group of executive officers and if the board was comprised of individuals with senior management titles, we 

Organization Organization 
Type 

 
Strategic vs. 
Operational 

# of 
Officers 

# of Directors Board 
Policies 
Online? 

Board 
Prospectus 
Online? 

Nomination 
Process 
Online? 

Alzheimer's Association National Yes 4 24 No No No 

American Association of 
People with Disabilities 

National Yes 6 17 No No No 

Autistic Self Advocacy 
Network 

National N/A Not 
Specified 

8 No No No 

Disability Rights 
International 

National N/A Not 
Specified 

9 No No No 

March of Dimes National Yes 5 20 No No No 

NAMI (National Alliance 
on Mental Illness) 

National Yes 5 16 Yes Yes No 

National Council on 
Independent Living 

National Yes 7 17 Yes No No 

NCLD (National Center 
for Learning Disabilities) 

National Yes 4 20 No No No 

Special Olympics National Yes 8 36 Yes No No 

The Arc National Yes 5 19 No Yes Yes 

U.S. International 
Council on Disabilities 

National Yes 5 20 No No No 

United Cerebral Palsy National Yes 6 12 No No No 

Bawac Regional No Not 
Specified 

9 No No No 

New Perceptions Regional No Not 
Specified 

9 No No No 

The Point Chapter No 5 13 No No No 
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determined them to be more strategic in their focus.  If these circumstances did not exist, then we determined 

them to be more operationally focused.    

As stated, most Boards don’t term themselves as more “strategic” or “operational”, but it seems most members 

think of themselves in this realm based on the activities they conduct.  “Working Boards” are those typically 

comprised of organizational founders and/or staff members. They tend to be small and focus on creation of 

the organization in its formative years.   Examples of activities of working boards in practice include 

“treasurers who are also the nonprofit's bookkeeper or a marketing professional on the board who writes 

website copy and handles ad buys, or, in the case of fundraising, a board member who also writes the 

organization's grants.”1 Staff members are more likely to part of “working boards” rather than officers or 

directors in more mature organizations.  As organizations grow - ideally - the degree to which members are 

required in day-to-day operations lessens.  However, the shift to a Strategic Board is not just an evolutionary 

outcome of growth.  It is an intentional choice by the organization to move the organization forward and it 

requires a significant shift in the composition of the board in terms of skills, temperament, time commitment and 

experience.  In fact, many boards, when faced with this choice, often do not move forward with conviction 

because it means confronting the fact that some (or many) board members no longer have the requisite 

capabilities to serve the organization’s emerging needs and so they choose to make few, if any, substantive 

changes to the Board’s mandate.  This lack of decision to change can lead to stagnant environments at best, 

and, at worst, potentially catastrophic outcomes for the organization.  In these scenarios, the organization’s 

environment begins to grow more and more complex but the capabilities of the existing team of board 

members to manage this complexity diminishes.  How does Redwood avoid this potential outcome?  It should 

first assess the main reasons why boards fail.      

Reasons Why Boards Fail? 

According to Mayor (2017), boards fail due to several reasons which have a lot to do with a lack of 

expertise and knowledge about the environment the organization operates in and a heavy emphasis on short-

term considerations (i.e. financial results) over long-term value creation.   Specifically, board failures can be 

attributed to the following areas: 

• Lack of expertise and knowledge of the industry 

• Lack of oversight and understanding of fiduciary duties 

• Excessive emphasis on short-term results 

• Lack of emphasis on long-term value creation (strategy) 

                                                
1 http://www.nonprofit-knowhow.com/blog/working-board-vs-governing-board 
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• Conflicts with CEO and top management 

• Lack of relevant information to make decisions 

In a study on corporate boards and performance, Faleye et. Al (2017)2 found that corporate boards with 

higher levels of industry-specific expertise and knowledge significantly outperformed boards with less 

relevant expertise by an average of 4.6% in firm value and in more innovation output.  Interestingly, this 

value did not come because of acquisitions as the boards with more industry experts did not have any greater 

demonstrable rate of acquisitions than those organizations with fewer industry experts.   The conclusion of 

these researchers is the value created came about because of organic growth and, holding other possible 

variables equal, was likely a consequence of greater industry knowledge and corresponding networks which 

helped provide relevant and much needed context to strategic discussions.   

In the complex environment that all organizations, including nonprofits, operate, lack of oversight has become 

an increasingly significant contributor to board failure.  As the environment becomes more fast-paced, 

organizations may lean on senior management more frequently as board members struggle to appreciate the 

myriad of risks facing the organization.  An increasingly complex, fast-paced environment, combined with less 

industry expertise, can lead to boards retreating from their responsibility for oversight as they become 

overwhelmed with the increased regulatory and compliance requirements.  Consider the recent proliferation 

of “apology” commercials by organizations such as Wells Fargo, Uber and Facebook that dominate our 

airways today, demonstrating this point specifically as some of the biggest and brightest organizations 

among us, have failed to exercise appropriate oversight.  This can have sometime catastrophic implications for 

the organizations and, if made public, makes recruiting new board members even more challenging.  Asher et. 

al., (2010)3 suggested that Boards can exercise more effective oversight by ensuring that 1. Information flow 

from the management team to the Board is regular and transparent, 2. Risk management is aligned with the 

organization’s strategy, 3. The Board’s risk oversight structure is reviewed regularly and, 4. Management 

reassesses the corporate risk management system and communicates back to the board regularly on these 

metrics.   

The focus on short-term results and the lack of emphasis on long-term value creation are, in many ways, 

opposite sides of the same coin. The focus on short-term financial results causes boards, even (and maybe 

especially) in nonprofits, to stay focused on what is generating the most short-term cash flow intended to keep 

                                                
2 Faleye, O., Hostani, R. & Hoitash, U. (2017).  Industry expertise and corporate boards.  Social Science Research 
Network, Retrieved from: 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2117104&rec=1&srcabs=2023420&alg=1&pos=3 
  
3 Asher, W.B., Gass,. T., Hall, C., & LLP, S., Skramstad, E. and Edwards, <. (2010).  The role of boards of directors in 
risk oversight in a post-economy, PricewaterhouseCoopers.   

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2117104&rec=1&srcabs=2023420&alg=1&pos=3
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the doors open at the expense of longer-term value creation possibilities.  This can feel like a no-win situation 

for many boards as they need to ensure that they can deliver, often life-saving, services while leaving little 

time to plan or think strategically about how to plan.   And yet, this inability to spend the time to think about 

the future of the organization, in terms of new services, new customers or new sources of funding, is often one 

of the biggest reasons why boards eventually fail.  

Some experts will contend that boards must do much more than they currently do thinking and planning for an 

organization’s future.  In a 2011 Harvard Business Review article, citing data from the private equity space, 

Dominic Barton4, a McKinsey & Co. Managing Director, indicated that board members of PE-invested 

companies spend, on average, 54 days a year on firm business with approximately 70% of that activity 

consisting of informal meetings and communication.  He suggested that organizations might consider the 

development of a dedicated team or staff member, to support the board’s strategic activities, who are then 

devoted to conducting analysis and providing substantial relevant research support in areas deemed essential 

or of strategic importance to the board.  Obviously, this is way more challenging to implement in a nonprofit 

environment, but it suggests that boards who want to be strategic in the way they conduct business must be 

intentional in their efforts to support meaningful and substantial change and that this cannot possibly be 

implemented in boards that meet once a quarter with limited board level discussions in between these 

meetings.  It is not enough today to only “keep the lights on”, instead organizations and the boards 

responsible for them, must carve out time and become intentional in their efforts to think and act strategically 

to ensure the future viability of the organization they have committed so much of their existence to.   

Internal Analysis of Redwood Board 

We conducted 17 interviews of Redwood Board members including the Executive Director, two officers and 

three Overseer Board Members over the course of the three months.  These interviews provided an 

opportunity to learn more about the organization, board members’ and staff backgrounds, their recruitment to 

Redwood and their current assessment of the board and its activities.   

• Current Redwood Board Structure 

Redwood has been very successful over the years, but the environment is changing.  The external environment 

that surrounds Redwood is changing aggressively but the board has not kept pace and the lack of adaptation 

to these changes is causing the organization significant stress.  As such, the board needs to take a more 

assertive role in crafting the future of the organization.  As previously discussed, this scenario is very common 

for nonprofits as they grow and evolve but the board wants to adopt a more intentional strategic path 

                                                
4 Barton, D. (2011). Capitalism for the Long-Term, Harvard Business Review. 
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forward to ensure that Redwood can continue to serve its constituents as robustly and successfully as it has 

done in the past.   

The board has been an active board in the past, but that activity has been heavily weighted to operational 

activities.  John Francis, the current Executive Director of Redwood, arrived approximately 3 years ago.  His 

predecessor, Barbara Howard, was at Redwood for 37 years.  The organization achieved a lot of amazing 

milestones under Barbara’s leadership but was not able to get the organization to a certain level of critical 

mass to ensure its sustainability into the future.   In an effort to begin to address sustainability issues, Redwood 

has hired two executive offices including Jenny Hansen, Chief Financial Officer and Carol Serrone, Director of 

Philanthropy.  Both Jenny and Carol come to Redwood with an enormous amount of senior-level operational 

experience having worked in a variety of both corporate and non-profit positions.   Their presence has 

provided Redwood with the kind of internal operational experience it might have previously relied on some 

board members to provide and this has created some tension with some members of the board who continues 

to exercise operational oversight in areas where they no longer have to be involved.  The organization is 

maturing and so the board must adapt to the changes and step back in its efforts to be involved in day-to-

day activities so the people they hired to do these activities can do the job(s) they were hired to do.   

Overall, the current board does not appear to be engaged and there has been near unanimity that the 

structure of the board, including the size of the board, and the way the board operates needs to change.  The 

environment that redwood operates in now is vastly different than the one it operated even just 5 years ago 

and this requires a more nimble and strategic board.  The current Redwood Board has eighteen (18) current 

members with room to add two (2) more members.  Redwood also has a Board of Overseers that currently 

has approximately fifty (50) members and this board has been used as a developmental league for future 

board members or to reward very committed community members5.  The Dorothy Wood Foundation6 has 

fourteen (14) more board members and eight (8) of them sit on the Redwood Board.  The board recently 

downsized from 20 board committees7 to 10 standing committees as outlined below. 

Governance Committee:  The purpose of the Governance Committee is to: “As the Executive Committee of the 

Board of Trustees, the Governance Committee directs and guides a sustained collaborative effort to promote 

strategic leadership and action for the board, councils and committees.” 

• Strategic Planning Committee:   

                                                
5 Conversations with various Board members and from information on the website. 
6 Dorothy Wood Foundation provides financial support for the benefit of Redwood School & Rehabilitation Center, Inc. (Redwood) including the operation and 

management of an endowment program to be used for the sole purpose of advancing rehabilitation efforts for children and adults with disabilities at 

Redwood. 

7 Per interview with Board Officers.  Website currently lists 14 committees.   
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Development Council 

• Planned Giving Committee:  The purpose of the Planned Giving Committee is to re-imagine a planned 

giving program that allows individuals to fulfill their philanthropic desires through charitable 

instruments including bequests, charitable gift annuities and charitable trusts. 

• Corporate Support Committee: To secure funding to offset special events expenses  

• IDP Core Team Committee:  To implement, review and update the Integrated Development Plan by 

overseeing Redwood’s Development Council and the Dorothy Wood Foundation’s Development 

Committee efforts. 

• IDP Steering Committee:  To implement, review and update the Integrated Development Plan by 

overseeing Redwood’s Development Council and the Dorothy Wood Foundation’s Development 

Committee efforts. 

• Marketing Committee:  The purpose of the Marketing Committee is to maintain and manage the 

Redwood brand/social media for effective leverage and support. 

Program Council:  Purpose: To utilize member expertise to further work with people with disabilities; identify 

developments/trends in the medical community to impact Redwood; identify ways to share messages and 

capabilities with the medical community and identify ways Redwood can contribute to and support the 

medical community. 

• Medical Advisory Committee:  To utilize member expertise to further work with people with 

disabilities; identify developments/trends in the medical community to impact Redwood; identify ways 

to share messages and capabilities with the medical community and identify ways Redwood can 

contribute to and support the medical community. 

• Program Quality & Compliance Committee:  To facilitate on-going evaluation of programs and 

service mix; to develop and implement short/long range program plans; to identify and adapt to 

changes in market/community needs; and to comply with federal regulations and accreditation 

standards. 

Stewardship Council 

• Compliance & Risk Management Committee:  The risk management committee is established by the 

board to properly align with Redwood leadership and management in achieving our primary mission. 

The responsibility of the risk management committee is to oversee and approve the agency-wide risk 

management practices in compliance with regional, state and federal legal/regulatory requirements. 
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• Facility Management Committee:  This committee provides an evaluation of current facilities, 

recommends needed maintenance projects, forecasts space needs and major capital projects, and 

implements facility management principles. 

• Finance Committee:  Enable Redwood to achieve its financial goals by forging consultative 

partnerships with Redwood leaders, offering objective perspectives and forward-looking guidance, 

influencing economic outcomes, and leveraging financial subject matter expertise. 

• Staffing Committee:  The Staffing Committee is responsible for creating and/or monitoring values-

based systems and policies to ensure that Redwood is following local, state and federal laws and 

certain best practices relating to its employees and creating an attractive environment for current and 

prospective Redwood employees. 

• Technology Committee:  Review of Technology Infrastructure. 

Officers are selected by a formal nomination process and selected from existing Trustees.  Trustees are 

selected more informally and usually results from an invitation from an existing board member.  Trustees are 

selected to a 3-year term.  Officers have 2-year terms, and this started in 2014.  5 of the 20 board members 

have left since 2014.   The Overseers Board has 6 of 50 who have left since 2014.  The Governance 

Committee hand picks from nominations provided by existing board members.  The process is much more 

opportunistic and is focused getting people who know each other on the board rather than being strictly a 

“need-based” effort.   

The competitive environment that Redwood operates is intense.  In the last decade there has been a 

proliferation of nonprofits and this has taken the attention of many would be donors and volunteers away.  

While Redwood continues to get both local and national recognition for what they do, they don’t want to lose 

touch with their community.  There has been an increasing trend of M&A activity in the non-profit world as 

groups try to reduce operating costs while sharing back office operations.  This activity has put pressure on 

other nonprofits now as donors have been more vocal about nonprofits’ reducing their expenditures while 

continuing to deliver high impact services.  There has also been a change in how Redwood’s operations are 

funded.  Today, Medicaid reimbursement is their #1 source of funding, followed by United Way, the Fiscal 

Courts of Boone/Kenton and Campbell counties, third-party payor organizations and private funded payors.  

In addition, there have been changes at both the state and federal funding levels and Redwood’s inability to 

control so many of these variables has left the organization feeling increasingly vulnerable to these outside 

threats.    

• Board Member Gap Analysis 
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Currently there are four board members in the financial services arena, one in economic development, seven 

in the legal area with one in the local political environment, three in planning & business development with one 

member having a background in technology.  Board feedback suggests that the board needs greater 

functional representation in the following areas:  marketing, insurance billing (especially someone with 

Medicaid and private payor billing experience), state or federal political office holder, human resource 

administration, purchasing, sales, a risk management professional, social service agency professional and a 

healthcare professional or practitioner.  The two groups mentioned most frequently as absolute gaps in 

existing board competency include marketing and insurance billing.   Among the general characteristics 

sought, board members highlighted the need for a more diverse set of board candidates who were also 

comprised of a younger demographic, a representative from the special needs population, possessed high 

levels of family wealth and had more general business level experience.  Among the personal characteristics 

most sought, board members mentioned identifying individuals possessed of high levels of self-discipline and 

of a willingness to ask the tough questions without making the discussion personal.   

There was general, although not unanimous, agreement that Redwood needed and benefitted from having 

parents serve as board members.  While most agreed that having the perspective of the customer was 

important when making decisions that would affect both the current and future users of Redwood, there was 

some discussion about how objective board members could be under those conditions when faced with difficult 

strategic decisions in the future.  However, there was near unanimity among board members that they felt the 

board needed more visionary type board candidates, as they all desired to better understand and envision 

what the Redwood of the future was going to be.  These “high altitude” thinkers would be good at asking the 

right questions of other board members and officers and would be good at bringing in and leveraging 

outsiders into strategic board discussions to make the discussions about strategy even more catalytic.  They felt 

that this perspective was not as dominant as it could or should be in the current composition of the board.   

Board members expressed a desire to become more strategic in both their actions and thoughts but felt the 

current structure of board meetings did not provide a good foundation for those kinds of discussions to 

materialize.  Instead, many board members suggested that there must be an intentional evaluation of the 

broader environment to identify opportunities for growth rather than just relying on serendipitous 

opportunities only.  Several board members also expressed frustration that the board was spending too much 

time overseeing the operational activities of Redwood and that the board’s time should be better utilized to 

focus on future development opportunities.  Several board members suggested that Redwood would benefit 

from more cross-pollination of board members from other nonprofits as this could offer both operational 

advantages as well as offer possible strategic opportunities as well (i.e. acquisition opportunities).  Most 

board members felt the board retreat at the beginning of the year was useful for helping to facilitate these 
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kinds of conversation and they wish that more retreats could be planned so richer conversations about how to 

move Redwood forward could take place.   

• Current Areas of Excellence for Redwood 

The current strengths of the existing board include long-tenured and very committed board members, a strong 

connection to staff and community, a heartfelt commitment to the mission of Redwood and full participation of 

the board in fundraising efforts.  The board is driven to collaborative problem solving and appears to work 

well with each other as well as the staff.  The shift to a smaller number of committees, with a primary focus at 

the 20,000-foot level, seems to have motivated members and appears to be working well allowing decisions 

to be made faster and with better communication.  The feedback suggests that most members feel the board 

is already well down the road to becoming more of a strategic board even though there has been some 

discussion that the process is not “moving fast enough”.  In the past year, the organization has set a lot of 

stretch goals and has accomplished a lot but still has further to go.  Additionally, the board is executing on its 

financial objectives but still has not achieved all that it has set out to do.  More policies and procedures have 

been implemented that have been good for increasing responsibility of the board’s operations but now they 

need more visionary efforts implemented.  Overall, the shift to strategic has been going on now for about a 

year and the current board is now about 50% operational and 50% strategic.  So, while there is some 

anxiety around moving faster, most board members feel that a greater emphasis needs to be placed on 

identifying new programs, new audiences and new fund-raising efforts.  The general feedback is that the 

current board is a good board that needs to be added to strategically not in a wholesale fashion.   Finally, 

there is a consensus that the move to a time-based emphasis rather than objective-based agenda has helped 

the board focus its efforts into the strategic arena better as they now have time to discuss and debate these 

topics without going so far down the rabbit hole of operations.   

While many current members of the board came from the Overseer Board, there is a commonly expressed 

view that the Overseers are not being utilized properly.   They are good stewards of promoting the mission 

out to the community but many, including both current and former Overseers themselves think the organization 

could do more to formalize that process and build more responsibility into the position to get the most out of 

the current Overseers and for some, to get them ready for a move to the Redwood board in the future.  

While there is an expectation that Overseers will be involved and are expected to attend at least two major 

events a year, the level of engagement is quite variable and does not appear to be enforced and this has 

led to some frustration among individuals regarding the perceived lack of accountability.  According to 

several Overseers, the organization could of a better job of setting expectations and communicating with the 

Overseers about what these expectations are and what they need from each individual.  They remained very 

open to being asked to do more but not at the level of a “Redwood Board Member” due to various personal 
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and professional circumstances.  Several ideas were offered and discussed including, reducing the size of the 

Overseer board (making it more selective), having Overseers get together in an effort to build relationships 

among the Overseers, encourage more communication between Redwood Board members and the Overseers 

as a way to help support broader strategic initiatives, have the Overseers strategically supporting specific 

committee work (i.e. be assigned tasks flowing from specific committee efforts) and having the Overseers 

leverage or utilize their specific expertise (i.e. marketing) on behalf of the board’s initiatives.  Each person 

interviewed felt the experience could be improved and that they were wanting to “do more”.  Redwood just 

needed to be more targeted in the “ask” and more intentional in creating the experience for these Overseers 

to become engaged more consistently.   

Areas for Improvement 

There are definite areas for improvement in the way the board operates today that start with the fact that 

many board members do not actually know what kind of services and programs Redwood offers.  This lack of 

knowledge or interest makes the discussions around strategy options more challenging as some members don’t 

have the basic knowledge about what Redwood offers its clients.  This aligns with some perspective offered 

that suggested the board needed a better way to evaluate current board member contributions to move the 

unengaged members off more efficiently and allow for quicker rotation in of new board members and fresh 

ideas.  Among some members, there is a feeling that some board members do not know what it takes to be a 

strategic board (more blockers and tacklers than visionaries), and this has helped to contribute to a slow 

transition away from an operational focus and towards a more strategic view.  Among some board members, 

there is a belief that the move to a more strategic board was the right move, but it is still more talk than 

action-they feel the board does not execute well.   

On the board activities side, there is a feeling that more fundraising efforts must be implemented and that 

there needs to be a more intentional plan or emphasis on opportunities for growth.  Some board members 

have expressed the belief that Redwood needs to grow services, reduce backend costs and expand their 

footprint geographically (i.e. Ohio, Indiana and other parts of Northern Kentucky).  Finally, there are concerns 

expressed about where the organization will turn to get future leaders to take Redwood to the next level and 

that the current structure of board meetings does not allow for the kind of discussion that will be necessary to 

address these kinds of strategic issues in any meaningful and executable manner.   

There has been a lot of criticism of the Overseer Board in that it is too large, unwieldy and not engaged.  

While others feel that the Overseers are not properly utilized and that a lot of talent is needlessly wasted 

waiting for direction from the Redwood board.  Some board members feel that some people use the 

Overseer board as a resume builder but do not want to put the work in to make their tenure more meaningful.  

So, there has been a lot of discussion about how to formalize the requirements for the Overseers so that they 



Redwood Board Analysis 

Page 12 

do more to contribute to the organization’s future.  In that vein, there has been a lot of frustration about the 

process Redwood uses to recruit new board members.  Many individuals felt that this process had to become 

more formalized and that there needed to be a greater emphasis or intention to align board needs with the 

recruitment process and move it from a more serendipitous process to an intentional one.   

• Recruitment Practices  

The board must be more intentional in developing process for how it recruits new board members as the 

current process is not aligning well with the actual needs of the board.  Board members offered several 

interesting and potentially useful ways to identify good board members going forward.  First, the board 

needs to understand what its strategic priorities are going forward and then list out the specific skills it needs 

to accomplish these efforts.  Several board members suggested using United Way’s board training program 

to find new talent while others suggested that the Board of Overseers provided a good foundation from 

which to pull potential board members.  Others suggested using the Northern Kentucky Chamber to find up-

and-coming talent and to tap into retired board members’ family since they would have both knowledge of 

and a built-in commitment to Redwood’s mission.  Others suggested using existing board members but in a 

more intentional way and with a preferred list of criteria articulated ahead of time.  The use of LinkedIn and 

other e-platform solutions such as Board Matching sites were also identified as possible options.  Finally, the 

possibility of either overhauling the Board of Overseers into a young professionals’ board or creating one 

from the start were also mentioned as possible options to get at the younger demographic of future business 

and community leaders. Finally, the possibility of reaching out to board members of other organizations was 

also mentioned although that might create some tension in the local community if Redwood is seen as poaching 

other board members.   

Operational Board to Strategic Board   

So, as we have reviewed the current state of Redwood’s board, we have identified both an urgent need and 

a growing awareness among current board members that they need to operate differently than they have in 

the past.  They need to move from a tactical and operationally-focused board to one that focuses on long-

term value creation opportunities because as we have reviewed, boards that fail to demonstrate a continued 

commitment to invest in planning for future value creation activities run the risk of limiting the organization’s 

sustainability.  Most nonprofit organizations tend to start out as operational boards as they rely on founders 

and committed early volunteers to do so much of the vital work necessary to get the organization off the 

ground.  Unfortunately, many nonprofit boards never evolve from their initial focus.  As Rebecca Reynolds 
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from the Nonprofit Navigator Blog8 summarized by saying: “There's nothing wrong with board members 

functioning in this capacity - where the problem lies is when this is all they do. In other words, all nonprofits 

must also have a governing board - one that provides the leadership of the organization, that sets direction 

and policy, that provides financial oversight and ensures adequate resources to expenditures. It's not an 

either/or proposition.”9  

There will always be a natural tension as the needs of a growing organization place more demands on the 

board members who oversee them.   This tension is quite natural but can be traumatic for individuals who have 

been with the organization for a long period of time.  While every board is unique and reflects the culture of 

the organization it serves, there are certain common characteristics that are found in boards at different 

stages of maturity.  Mathiasen (1990) outlined some of the differences in structural characteristics of boards 

transitioning from operational to strategic/governing (Table 2).   In Mathiasen’ s experience, no board can be 

effective if it remains static.  In his view, 

“The roles, functions, and membership need to be altered to meet the new challenges the nonprofit 

organization itself confronts.  Many of these changes in board roles, functions, and membership are 

predictable because they are natural consequences of organizational growth.”  

The following table (Table 2) outlines some of the consequences and requirements of that growth on the type 

of activities performed by the board, the kinds of processes that support these activities, and the type of 

individual the board might need to recruit going forward.   Based on the outline provided by Mathiasen and 

feedback provided by various Redwood board members, it appears that Redwood is in the 

Governing/Managing stage of board development.   The hiring of John Francis as Redwood’s Executive 

Director after 30+ years of leadership by Barbara Howard, the implementation of a range of more 

formalized decision-making procedures and a greater delegation of operational duties being discharged 

through committees represent concrete examples of the evolution of Redwood’s Board into more of a 

governing/strategic board.   

Table 2.  Stages of Board Development10 

The Founding Board The Governing/Managing Board The Governing/Fundraising Board 

                                                
8 Reynolds, R. (2012).  Working Boards vs. Governing Boards, Nonprofit Navigator Blog, Retrieved from:  
http://www.nonprofit-knowhow.com/blog/working-board-vs-governing-board 
 
9 http://www.nonprofit-knowhow.com/blog/working-board-vs-governing-board 

 

http://www.nonprofit-knowhow.com/blog/working-board-vs-governing-board
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The Board is an organization Assumption of responsibility for the 

well-being and longevity of the 

organization 

Focus on fundraising and recruitment of 

prestigious board members, increased 

expectations of staff 

Strong sense of ownership, power 

shared, consensus leadership, 

reluctance to release power to staff, 

often entrepreneurial staff emerges 

from the founding board 

Balancing of power between staff and 

board 

Formal or informal levels of 

boardsmanship cause an “in” group or 

an “out” group, heavy reliance on 

expertise of staff 

Informal consensus decision-making 

sometimes called rubber stamping 

Formalized decision-making process, 

increased reliance on staff 

recommendations 

Decision making delegated to 

committees and executive committee, 

formalized process, often “rubber 

stamping” 

Strong mission focus, little distraction 

between policy and administration 

Focus on policy, planning, and 

oversight responsibilities; focus on 

building management systems and 

structures; micro-management often a 

problem; beginning to embrace 

fundraising responsibilities  

Pre- and Post-operations focus 

(planning and evaluation); strong 

commitment to fundraising 

Small group; few committees Committees more important, more 

delegation of work to committees, add 

board members 

Add more board members, executive 

committee often functions as a 

governance board 

Passion for mission Passion for mission decreases with focus 

on building internal capacity 

Passion high (especially among leading 

fundraisers) 

Composed of individuals with close ties 

to the mission of the organization 

Recruit board members who are 

specialists in management, computers, 

finance, etc. 

Recruit board members of high 

visibility with “money” connections, 

members gain certain amount of 

prestige by sitting on this board 

Transition:   

• Due to growth and crisis 

• Tension between board and staff 

• New board members (new ideas) 

• Painful 

Transition: 

• Due to growth or crisis 

• Need for change mutually 

• recognized 

• Less traumatic 

 

Structural Options for Strategic Boards 
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According to Mitch Dorger in a piece he wrote for Nonprofit Quarterly in 201311, there are a variety of ways 

for a nonprofit board to evolve their efforts from one focused almost exclusively on operations to one that is 

more balanced on both long-term value creation and operations.  One possible approach is to structure each 

board meeting into two separate sessions with one on governance and second on operational matters and use 

a time-based approach to manage each session.  This way, the board’s efforts will always have a strategic 

focus even when operational issues abound, as they often do.   A second approach is to hold the sessions at 

two separate times or on separate days.  The challenge with this last option is that board members will 

sometimes find it difficult to participate in both meetings, especially if the meetings are on sequentially 

scheduled days and if they happen to serve on several different committees.   

A third possible option is to divide the board into committees that cover both operational and governance 

matters.  According to Dorger, the suggested governance committees were finance, governance, and 

development while operating committees would then be structured around specific activities and/or 

fundraising events of the organization.  Under this scenario, board members could serve on different 

committees while covering both operational and governance issues, but their more intense focus would only be 

limited to the specific charter of each committee they served on.  This would serve to keep the board members 

operating in their specific areas of interest (and competence, hopefully) and allow the deep thinking that is 

necessary for strategy work to evolve more naturally out of the committee structures.  

A fourth option includes separating into two boards, one focused on governance (governance board) and one 

focused on administration or operational issues.  The board would create specific job descriptions for each 

board and members could choose the kind of responsibilities they would be willing to manage.  This would 

create clear lines of responsibility between operations and governance and offer a way for board members 

to align with their areas of expertise.  If the board is unable to fulfill specific jobs on the board, this creates a 

solid foundation to begin the recruitment process of future board members because there is now a clear 

roadmap for what the organization needs.   

A fifth possible option is for Board Officers (the recommendation would be for the vice-chair, vice-president, 

treasurer and secretary would be included) to oversee operational matters while the President or Board Chair 

and any remaining directors would focus their attention on governance issues.  Under this scenario, all officers 

would also participate in governance issues but only they would be responsible for operational issues and 

                                                
11 Dorger, M. (2013).  What Staff? Keeping Operations and Governance Separate in an Organization with No 
Staff, Non-Profit Quarterly, Retrieved from:  https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2013/09/27/keeping-operations-
and-nonprofit-governance-separate-in-an-organization-with-no-staff/ 
 

 

https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2013/09/27/keeping-operations-and-nonprofit-governance-separate-in-an-organization-with-no-staff/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2013/09/27/keeping-operations-and-nonprofit-governance-separate-in-an-organization-with-no-staff/
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then they would report to the board.12  There are a couple of reasons this is a good strategy.  First, officers 

can directly see and understand the health of the organization rather than hearing it from others second hand. 

Second, it allows the President or Board Chair to control board meetings to focus on strategy rather than 

going down an operational rabbit hole. Third, and the ultimate reason for creating a diligent nomination 

process, is to allow board members to participate in strategically selected committees while maintaining 

operational separation from day-to-day activities.  

A final option offered is to re-consider the whole structure of committees and reorganize into three new 

committees: operations oversight, organizational development, and organizational future. According to 

Dorger, this option envisioned that the operating oversight committee would be operationally focused, and 

they would be responsible for keeping the board informed using reports and consent agenda items, freeing 

up the time at the board meeting to focus most of the board’s time on strategic matters. 

In the end, Dorger suggests that no matter which of these approaches an organization chooses, “ 

“The board chair had to keep the group clearly focused on the fact that they have two distinct duties. 

The first is to oversee operations to ensure the current success of the organization. The second is, an 

equal or even greater responsibility, to ensure the future success of the organization through such 

things as mission, vision, strategic direction, policy, public perception, financial sustainability, and 

more.” 

So, while there are several different options that boards can choose to manage through the transition from a 

board focused almost exclusively on operations to one that is more majority focused on strategy, there are 

some important caveats highlighted by experts in board transition processes13:  

• Operating without staff can be very difficult.  Staff can set help to set the table for the board in a 

way that keeps the discussion focused by gathering data and feedback to board requests prior to the 

meetings so that the meetings can focus on discussion and, ultimately decisions to move in one direction 

or another. 

• Operational matters can squeeze out governance matters if allowed to do so, and this should not be 

permitted to happen. 

                                                
12 https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2013/09/27/keeping-operations-and-nonprofit-governance-separate-in-an-organization-

with-no-staff/ 

13 Temkin, T. ed.  (2013).  You and Your Nonprofit Board: Advice and Practical Tips from the Field’s Top Practitioners, 
Researchers, and Provocateurs.    



Redwood Board Analysis 

Page 17 

• There is no single recommended way to separate the functions. It is a matter of board preference. But 

whichever technique is used, the board needs to discipline itself to understand and deal with both 

types of responsibilities, devoting the appropriate amount of time and attention to both. 

Recruitment and Nomination Process for New (Strategic) Board Members 

Recruiting new board members is critical to the sustainability of any organization but may be even more 

critical in the world of nonprofits.  New board members bring a fresh vision, unfettered by previous board 

dynamics, a level of enthusiasm uncorrupted by prior failures and a vitality unhindered by exceedingly long 

tenures.  Unfortunately, board recruitment is often overlooked, under-emphasized and too rarely developed 

as an organizational core competence (Gibby, 2015)14.  Mathiasen (1990) suggested that as boards move 

into more of a governing posture and away from a strictly operational focus, there is a need to bring on more 

specialized talent in certain core functional areas that the board is lacking.  Despite the obvious needs that 

arise from this shift, the search for new board members is often unfocused and not tied to an intentional effort 

of defining the board’s needs first and then targeting prospective board members second.  Instead, in 

Mathiasen’ s view, there is often a rush to find “good people” or the “right names” rather than the right 

functional fit.   

A board composition matrix is a common tool used by organizations to ensure that they are thinking more 

strategically about their recruitment needs.  Board composition matrices, like the one included here are 

helpful in getting the organization to consider individuals who outside the social or work circles of the existing 

board members and gets them to think more strategically about aligning the needs of the organization to the 

recruitment process.  There are some experts though who believe that organizations should “ditch the board 

composition matrix” in favor of asking “what are the three most important things the board would like to 

accomplish in the next year?” and use those needs as the basis for identifying potential board members.   

Masaoka (2012)15 suggested that using a board matrix creates three potential pitfalls by focusing the 

board’s attention on what people “are” (i.e. think titles and professional status) rather than on what we need 

new board members to actually “do”.  First, by highlighting the “skills needed” boards will sometimes ignore 

the greater value of knowledge, experience and perspective so that boards will focus much more on getting a 

“title” than on getting a “doer”.  Second, boards feel pressure to check the demographics box to ensure they 

appear to be increasing their diversity quotient.  Instead, according to Masaoka, they should focus on the 

action attributes the organization needs and let that drive the decision of who to ask.  Third, boards often get 

                                                
14 Gibby, T. (2015).  A Board Member’s Take on Recruitment, Board Effect, Retrieved from:  
https://www.boardeffect.com/blog/board-recruitment/ 
 
15 Masaoka, J. (2012).  “Ditch your board composition matrix”, Blue Avacado Blog, Retrieved from:  
http://www.blueavocado.org/content/ditch-your-board-composition-matrix 

https://boardsource.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Recruitment-Matrix.pdf?hsCtaTracking=f69be510-19a8-4b75-a55f-bbf7578877c2%7C20d9904b-e9ef-4ae8-810a-786125e14676
https://www.boardeffect.com/blog/board-recruitment/


Redwood Board Analysis 

Page 18 

in trouble by focusing on recruiting a prospective board member because of their connections or because they 

are wealthy.  This assumes that the board member will automatically write a check or be willing to leverage 

their network on the organization’s behalf.  Instead, focus on individuals who can create momentum by 

agreeing to “do” activities that bring together other connected people in a fundraising activity or helps get 

the organization in front of 3-4 other connected individuals that the organization might benefit from.    

While the concerns raised by Masaoka are legitimate, there are others who feel strongly that you can 

combine both the use of a board composition matrix when recruiting new board members AND emphasize a 

focus on recruiting “doers” who can help the organization accomplish the big three important goals it has for 

the year.  These are not incompatible if the organization understands that the matrix should not drive their 

board recruitment choices.  Instead, the organization’s strategic priorities should be the foundation of the 

recruitment process and the tool is a guide for ensuring a broader consideration of who the “doers” might be 

and where you might ultimately find them.   

Finding the Right Board Members 

Once a nonprofit has identified the skills and experience it needs to support its strategic and financial 

objectives, they now must identify and recruit new board members.   According to the National Council on 

Nonprofit,  

“The recruitment process requires both "vetting" a candidate and “cultivating” the interest of a 

potential future board member until he or she is ready to accept an invitation to become an 

ambassador and advocate for the nonprofit. Some nonprofits find that asking potential board 

candidates to first serve on a committee or task force, or volunteer for the nonprofit in another way, is 

a good way for both nonprofit and potential board member to find a good fit.” 

Redwood has a demonstrated pattern of doing exactly this as many of the current board members became 

involved with the organization first by participating in the annual fundraiser event or through participation in 

the Overseer Board.  A demonstrated passion for the mission is an important criterion for all organizations 

and especially for organizations like Redwood.  Traditionally, many prospective board members become 

involved through relationships to existing board members but there are other ways to identify potential 

candidates that can be just as effective.  There are board match programs in most areas that are run by local 

nonprofits who match interested board candidates with local nonprofits, states’ nonprofit councils who can 

offer board recruitment opportunities, the United Way that offers board development programs where 

individuals can go to learn the skills necessary to serve on boards along with Board Net USA which is an 

online resource pairing up nonprofits with interested candidates from across the country and coming from 

many different industry backgrounds.    

 

Summary of the Benchmark Board Analysis 

https://www.boardnetusa.org/public/nonprofitbenefits.asp
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Implementing a “strategic board” is a process that starts with a decision from the organization’s senior most 

leaders. It is a new way for talented and connected individuals to contribute to a nonprofit’s long-term 

sustainability while also creating separation from day-to-day operations that can be a distraction to the 

board’s objective.   Once the decision to migrate from an operational board to a strategic board has been 

made, then creation of structure and content communicating new changes to existing board members can start. 

The same information can be shared or reconfigured into publicly consumable content in the form of board 

policies, a board prospectus, and/or a nomination/election fact sheet. It is also suggested to be explicit on 

timelines for existing board members, so they don’t get caught off guard with the changes.  

Change, while difficult, also provides opportunities to re-set the expectations of existing board members, 

especially as it relates to the degree to which they are involved in the day-to-day operations. Having officers 

be responsible for monitoring and reporting operational activities can allow for a clean division of the 

responsibilities, via committees, to the rest of the organization. This strategy can also help officers ensure 

maximum effectiveness during quarterly board meetings so operational discussions serve as informational 

rather than a distraction from the long-term objectives that are meant to be discussed.  

 

Once this new structure has been tested with existing board members, then the first open nomination/election 

process can help transition ineffective board members and/or bring in fresh blood with a different 

perspective and skills that can strategically selected to serve on a committee(s).   New prospective board 

members can be recruited from a variety of different outlets especially from existing board networks, board 

match programs in local areas or emerging online board match entities that provide a much broader 

geographical reach for more locally-based nonprofit organizations.  Then, with a new structure in place, the 

board’s leadership can make incremental changes to the content and structure as needed based on learnings 

through each election cycle. It won’t be perfect right away, but so long as the direction is clear and 

consistently communicated, the details can be perfected over time.   
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Recommendations 

Based on the results of both the external benchmarking process and the internal analysis of Redwood Board 

Members, we have provided a set of recommendations and suggested timelines for Redwood to continue to 

move forward the board’s transition from a mainly operational board to one more focused on strategy.   

• Continued Transition to Strategic Board 

As part of the ongoing transition from a board focused mainly on operational issues to one that is a majority 

focused on strategic initiatives, Redwood must continue to make further structural changes to how the board 

operates and must focus on recruiting new board members who bring both different functional competencies 

as well as demonstrated experience in tackling big paradigmatic shifts in environments they have been 

involved with previously.   

As highlighted, to make the line of separation clear to all board members, the board should create structure 

that affords “operational oversight” time and “strategic visioning” time.   Currently, the board operates with 

too many committees and many of these committees have both operational and strategic mandates 

embedded in their oversight.  I think there is confusion among board members about when they should drill 

down on operational issues and when they should stay at the “30,000 foot” level and think more long-term 

about the operation.  This is complicated by the fact that the board has historically operated almost 

exclusively as an operational board so change, even well-intended change, can create a lot of anxiety.  

Currently, the board operates with a Governance Committee, Development Council, Program Council and a 

Stewardship Council with several committees (as many as five committees, in the case of the Stewardship and 

Development Councils) operating under each of these core areas of focus.  I believe this structure represents a 

streamlined version of the recent past Redwood committee structure so while it is an improvement it is still not 

good enough.  Given that you have already made substantial changes in the existing structure, further 

reducing the committee structure now may not be advisable as it will create even more anxiety for board 

members who are still getting their heads around what these changes mean for their individual workload and 

how these changes will ultimately impact Redwood operations.  So, I think you are left time-based solutions 

for managing how much of each board meeting will be devoted to operational issues.  You will have to 

maintain a strict adherence to the agenda and to the time allotted for discussion of operational issues to 

ensure that the focus on strategic issues is not tabled until the next board meeting.  This also means that board 

members will need to provide more opportunities to have conversations between meetings and to engage in 

more data collection and analysis to address more complicated issues before each subsequent board 

meetings in the future.  Eventually, I recommend that you move all operational issues to the governance 
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committee, as previously highlighted by Dorger16, and allow the officers to manage the operational issues 

and report to the board on these issues and decisions as part of the oversight of the Governance board.  The 

remaining committees would then be focused mainly on the long-term value creation opportunities tied to 

those respective areas of focus.  This would give much more structure to the existing committees and provide 

clear lines of delineation between operational and strategic activities while ensuring that individuals could 

choose the committees they feel they can contribute most effectively to going forward.   

At the core of transition, the board must keep the focus of their efforts on implementing the strategic initiatives 

that are the foundation of the most recent strategic plan.  The current plan is quite broad and covers five 

major areas:  Board Governance, Staffing, Financial, Programs and Services and Infrastructure with several 

tasks and initiatives to support each of these five areas.   After reviewing these areas, the board has a direct 

role to play in at least 4 of the 5 areas with infrastructure being the most operationally focused.  So, based 

on this plan, the board’s areas of specific focus include: 

o The adoption of a new Board Governance Model and the relevant supporting documentation 

necessary to transition to this model 

o The development of a legislative advocacy plan to implement on behalf of Redwood at local, 

state and federal level 

o The identification and implementation of Strategic Community Partnerships which could include 

strategic alliances, shared services agreements through to acquisition opportunities.   

o The identification and utilization of data to improve delivery of services 

o The development of an Integrated Fundraising Development plan 

o Evaluate services offering mix and identify possible partnership agreements to expand 

services and create more efficiencies 

o Participate and support the development of a Perpetual Compliance Plan 

o Develop Succession Plans for Senior Leaders 

o Identify and Initiate community partnerships to augment existing staffing challenges 

There is a lot identified here and a whole host of supporting initiatives outlined to accomplish these tasks.  I 

think it is too much, or at a minimum, too much in the timeline that has been outlined already.  The board must 

begin to prioritize each of these efforts because I don’t think the current board composition is prepared to 

                                                
16 Dorger, M. (2013).  What Staff? Keeping Operations and Governance Separate in an Organization with No 
Staff, Non-Profit Quarterly, Retrieved from:  https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2013/09/27/keeping-operations-
and-nonprofit-governance-separate-in-an-organization-with-no-staff/ 
 

https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2013/09/27/keeping-operations-and-nonprofit-governance-separate-in-an-organization-with-no-staff/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2013/09/27/keeping-operations-and-nonprofit-governance-separate-in-an-organization-with-no-staff/
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take on all these tasks in addition to the oversight tasks for the operational initiatives that are also part of the 

strategic plan but not outlined here.   

As suggested, the board should focus on 3 big ideas for the next year and then drive all the focus on how to 

accomplish these and to identify what specific skills are required to pull these ideas off.   It is a real challenge 

to get individuals or groups to focus on more than 3 initiatives at a time.  While they all feel important and 

necessary now, I would try to focus on the initiatives that will begin to provide a strong foundation for building 

a sustainable organization in the future while identifying one area that can provide some immediate benefits 

to the organization in the short run.   

One question the board needs to ask itself, is whether you believe you have the kinds of competencies 

needed to initiate plans and implement most of the ideas outlined above.  I am not questioning whether you 

have talent on the board; you obviously do.  However, do you have the kind of competencies on board right 

now that have been involved in developing strategic alliances, engaged in acquiring or merging entities, 

lobbied legislative leaders at the local, state and federal levels, or initiated multi-million fundraising 

campaigns?  You need experienced individuals who have done these sorts of things in their careers on the 

board, so they can advise you how to move forward, what organizations and whom to target and what 

pitfalls you must avoid.  So, my suggestion, which is not included on your areas of strategic focus, is to identify 

additional board members who have experience in the areas outlined above and begin the process of vetting 

and nominating individuals with skills in these areas, so you can realistically start implementing efforts against 

these initiatives.      

Timeline:   

▪ Immediate (0-6 months):  Go to time-based agenda; Prioritize 3 big initiatives; Begin 

Recruitment and Vetting Process 

▪ Medium Term (7-18 months): Sustain Recruitment Process; As initiatives get lift and environment 

shifts, continue re-prioritizing the next big 3  

▪ Long-term (18-36 months):  Shift Committee Structure; Continue re-prioritizing the next big 3   

 

• Size of the Redwood Board 

I think the existing Redwood Board is too large and needs to be further reduced even though I advocated for 

including more strategic board recruitment efforts as missing from your strategic initiatives.  The idea is to 

focus more on the specific skill sets needed to implement the core focus areas of the strategic plan while 
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reducing redundant skill sets as much as possible.  Today, in the corporate world, there is a trend to reduce 

the overall size of boards to make them more agile and responsive.  According to Stamm (2016)17,  

“On the corporate side, board size and composition are shifting to smaller and more diverse, 

respectively. Corporate leadership has recognized the advantages of having fewer board members – 

boards are more effective in oversight, swifter in making decisions and responding to change, and 

more engaged with no place to hide. In a study conducted last year by GMI Ratings for the Wall 

Street Journal, companies with small boards (average of 9.5 members) also reap greater return for 

investors, having outperformed their peers by 8.5%, while those with larger boards (average of 14 

members) underperformed by almost 11%.” 

These findings also apply to nonprofit organizations as well according to Stamm, who notes that smaller 

boards also allow for more diverse perspectives to get amplified since these voices, always a minority in most 

board settings, get greater visibility and more of a voice in smaller boards.  In shrinking the nonprofit board, 

nonprofits also must get very selective and strategic in their choices for bringing on additional board 

members.   By tying the organization’s strategic plan to its board recruitment efforts, nonprofits can leverage 

diversity and expertise to accelerate their implementation efforts and achieve faster and more impactful 

results for the organization.   

Obviously, this is going to take some time to implement and can only really be effectively accomplished by 

standing up more resources internally to support a more focused but smaller board.  By providing a 

dedicated individual or small team to take on many of the tasks required to assist the board in these efforts, 

the board can make decisions with much more information available to them and with much greater agility 

and speed despite the smaller board size.   

Timeline: 

▪ Immediate (0-6 months):  Build Support Infrastructure for Board; Identify Skill sets needed for 

New Board Members; Start Recruitment Process for New Board Members 

▪ Medium Term (7-18 months): Begin to reduce size of the board through Attrition; Continue to 

build Support Infrastructure for Board and Sustain Recruitment Process;  

▪ Long-term (18-36 months):  Develop “Wait” list for Prospective Board Members 

 

                                                
17 Stamm, S.J. (2015).  2016 Board Governance Trends, Board Effect Blog, Retrieved from:  
https://www.boardeffect.com/blog/2016-board-governance-trends/ 
 

https://www.boardeffect.com/blog/2016-board-governance-trends/
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• Reduce Overseer Board size and create more formalized requirements and an evaluation process 

for the Overseers 

One option is to reduce and re-focus the Overseer Board so that it can better serve the needs of Redwood 

and provide the value for both board members and Redwood that is was originally imagined doing.  The 

current Redwood Board has several Overseer alumni who feel that, while the experience as an Overseer was 

helpful to them, most of them felt that the process was not formalized enough, did not ask enough of the 

individuals who are Overseers and was too unwieldy in its structure and mission to be effective at its maximum 

level.  The idea of using the Overseer Board as a training ground for new board members has some merit but 

the current structure, mandate and evaluation process is too lax to accomplish the objective successfully.  There 

is just not enough direction being provided to the group now and imagining how to reconstitute the current 

group of Overseers into an active and engaged entity seems challenging.   

So, I would consider re-constituting the Overseer Board into a much smaller group of young professionals 

(create nominating criteria to ensure that the individuals as “up-and-coming” professionals) who are invited to 

serve in a support capacity to one of the main committee structures.  The selected Overseers would compile 

research (like the dedicated support staff mentioned earlier) to support the various strategic initiatives of 

each board committee.  They would be assigned to a committee support role and would be able to attend 

board meetings to capture relevant context and provide feedback to board members during discussions on an 

“as needed” basis.   The training would be limited as they would be dedicated to each committee and would 

get clear guidance as to the information and analysis they would be responsible for directly from the 

committee members they would be supporting.  You would need to build out (or modify existing Overseer 

documentation) policy documents covering the expectations and responsibilities of the Overseers to ensure 

that you institutionalize the process going forward.  You could also create Overseer activities that attempt to 

build some cohesiveness in the group and a sense of prestige among those chosen to fulfill these roles to keep 

the positions a “coveted” board opportunity among young professionals in the region.   

Timeline: 

▪ Immediate (0-6 months):  Implement an Evaluation Metric (see previously referenced 

document) to identify Un-engaged (for removal) and the ones looking to be engaged (for 

possible recruitment as Research Support Staff) 

▪ Medium Term (7-18 months): Build Policies and Procedures for Overseer as Research Support 

role; Create Overseer-oriented events to draw in new Prospects and Increase Visibility of the 

Role in the Community. 

▪ Long-term (18-36 months):  Institutionalize the process and expand recruitment to Overseer 

Group using job descriptions of emphasizing Young Professional and Research Support role 
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• Structure of the board (i.e. committees) 

There are still too many committees-reduce the number of committees and shift some of the other committee 

work back to staff (or as just articulated to a more focused group of Overseers for research support) in those 

areas.  With the trend of reducing board sizes, the obvious impact on board structure is at the committee 

level.  Redwood has recently reduced the number of committees from 20 to 10 but this is still too many.  

According to Social Venture Partners (SVP) of Boulder County, nonprofits should really limit the number of 

committees to only what is needed to support the organization’s strategic plan.  They suggested that as few 

as three standing committees could be utilized effectively with a fourth ad hoc Audit committee used for 

reviewing the organization’s audit once a year.    In their view, the three committees should be:  The Executive 

Committee, the Board Development Committee and a Fundraising Committee.   The Executive Committee is 

comprised of the Board officers and Executive Director whose small size allows for quick action and discussion 

of more delicate matters.  They may also cover oversight of the group’s finances.   According to SVP, the 

Development Committee can  

“act as a nominating committee, structure the board orientation for new members, and develop on-going 

growth and educational opportunities for the entire board. Some organizations use the board 

development committee to handle the strategic planning process and measure success towards strategic 

plan goals.”  

Finally, a Fundraising Committee is necessary because Redwood relies on grants and donations from 

charitable organizations and individuals.  This committee can be augmented with non-board members and 

should include members of the Overseer Board to accomplish its mandate. 

Regardless of whether Redwood moves to such a simple committee structure, it still must address the fact that it 

currently has too many committees to allow it to operate agilely and with the kind of responsiveness the 

environment will increasingly demand of the most successful non-profits.  Further, if Redwood does choose to 

reduce the number of board members, it cannot possibly support the number of committees that exist now, so 

it would be wise to find ways to further reduce the number of current committee structures now as it is starting 

this transition so that possible board recruits are not negatively influenced by the perception of how 

demanding the workload will be if they do decide to commit.   

Timeline: 

▪ Immediate (0-6 months):  Do nothing; Too much change Implemented too soon can Be 

Destabilizing 

▪ Medium Term (7-18 months): Reduce by 2 the Number of Committees in existence 
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▪ Long-term (18-36 months): Focus on re-orienting committees to have Governance handle all 

operational activities and the remaining committees a majority focused on strategy. 

 

• Functional skills needed (demographic, racial makeup, etc.) 

Given the many different areas of focus that the board has already articulated it wants to work on, the 

current board composition must change.  The board members who were interviewed, indicated that the board 

needed marketing, healthcare billing professionals, politicians and well-connected individuals among the 

bucket of desired competencies.  After reviewing the current strategic plan outline, I would argue the focus 

needs to be on finding individuals with legislative/lobbying experience, large nonprofit executive experience 

(to take advantage of alliance building and M&A experience), successful entrepreneurs (visionaries who look 

at the world through different lenses) and well-connected community members and philanthropically-oriented 

individuals (for fundraising purposes) to be able to successfully implement the various initiatives tied to the 

strategic plan.  Ideally, the demographics of these functional types would trend to a younger more ethnically 

diverse population to ensure that the organization benefits from the well-researched outcomes that more 

diverse boards generate for their organizations.  These individuals must be identified now, and the 

recruitment process begun as soon as possible to the intended impact on the organization’s strategic plan in 

the next 3 years.   

Timeline: 

▪ Immediate (0-6 months):  Complete the Board Matrix and Identify Skills needed to Address 

the 3 big initiatives; Start to identify and Vet lists of Board Prospects;  

▪ Medium Term (7-18 months):  Hire 2 new Board Members; Continue to Develop Lists;   

▪ Long-term (18-36 months):  Continue Building Visibility of Redwood in Community; 

   

• Policies that help the board manage ongoing board recruitment 

Redwood Board members need more time together than the current schedule of board meetings allows for.  

The investment in more face time, often on non-board activities, can build a sense of commitment among and 

between individuals that should facilitate more discussions among board members in non-board events or 

activities and might help ameliorate difficult discussions and accelerate board level decisions because board 

members have built deeper levels of trust among themselves.   This will increase the attractiveness of 

Redwood to potential board members as most people want to work with organizations who are doing things 

and who seem to really get along as they accomplish these great outcomes.  I recommend that Redwood 

implement at least two off-site retreat experiences annually where the board can focus on building internal 
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rapport and work on developing Redwood’s strategy and plans to implement the various initiatives that have 

been outlined.   

Once the board prioritizes the 3 big initiatives the board wants to accomplish for the year, it should utilize the 

board matrix (or another version) previously provided to guide decision making and focus on the skills, 

competencies and attributes most desired in the next generation of board members.  The board should be as 

strategic in the process of identifying candidates utilizing all possible recruiting channels (existing board 

members, nonprofit board training programs, young professionals’ groups, local Chamber lists, online board 

matching platforms, etc.) to cast a wide net for the kind of transformative talent that could impact Redwood’s 

next fifty years of operation.  Redwood should consider expanding its reach geographically as well as the 

ability to tap into talent that may fit all the desired criteria, except for location, may prove to be too 

valuable to dismiss especially in an age where technology allows such reach to occur with minimal downside to 

the cohesiveness and effectiveness of the group.   

Timeline: 

▪ Immediate (0-6 months):  Start to plan for bi-annual Redwood Retreats; Deepen Existing 

Board Relationships; Focus on Expanding Diversity of Background, Thought, Ethnicity, Skills 

▪ Medium Term (7-18 months):  Institutionalize Board Recruitment Activities leveraging Various 

Channels;   

▪ Long-term (18-36 months):  Continue Building Visibility of Redwood; Deepen Existing Board 

Relationships; Expand Reputational Reach of Redwood outside of Traditional Channels; 

Institutionalize Focus on Expanding Diversity of Background, Thought, Ethnicity, Skills 

Summary:   

The analysis provided here was intended to help Redwood better understand the differences between how 

operational and strategic boards operate and to help identify a process for transitioning Redwood’s Board to 

becoming more strategically focused in its efforts.  In doing so, we benchmarked a host of both regional and 

national board models from nonprofit organizations that served similar populations to get an idea of how 

these boards operate and to identify any “best practice” approaches for accomplishing this transition.  We 

learned that many organizations are also struggling to transition their organizations to a more strategic focus 

which has a lot to do with the legacy of the group along with the basic reality that doing something one way 

for a very long time makes change extraordinarily difficult, especially when there is often a lifetime of 

deeply embedded relationships that must change and adapt as well.  Redwood’s board has been 

instrumental in trying to accelerate that change and this effort is intended to help further facilitate this 

process.  Our recommendations are not intended to be black and white answers to the challenges involved in 

a transition like this but instead serve as a catalyst for discussions about how to change.  By incorporating the 

view of so many different industry experts alongside commentary and perspective from Redwood board 

members along with data from peer organizations, we hoped to offer a comprehensive and unbiased 
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analysis of these challenges along with a set of solutions for Redwood to remain a sustainable, vital and 

compassionate provider to the Northern Kentucky community long into the future.      

 


