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Rethinking the board’s central purposes

By G. Douglass Lewis

Richard Chait, William Ryan,

and Barbara Taylor take two
familiar concepts (governance
and leadership), reframe them,
and relate them in a manner that
forces readers to think deeply
and untraditionally about both.
Our culture tends to think of
both concepts individualistically
— governor and leader as
individual actors.The authors
force us to think
of both communally. Only when
we are able do that will our
institutions have the capacity to
utilize the multiple assets
available to them and in turn
become more vital.

The authors remind us
that our world and our
institutions have become
immensely more complex. No
longer can a president merely be
a chair of a faculty that teaches
courses to readily accessible
students. For trustees, governing
has become more complicated
and can no longer be reduced to
simple aphorisms like “boards set

I n Governance as Leadership,

policies and administrators
implement” or “boards establish
ends and management
determines means.” At the same
time, board work is often highly
episodic, undemanding, and
unsatisfying.

The authors reject the often-
suggested board renewal
strategies — develop a clear
board structure and define the
responsibilities and tasks of each
board committee and member.
Boards have to be engaged in
meaningful, challenging, and
provocative work if they are to
become fully engaged and
energized for their task.

Three types of governance

The authors conceive of board
work and functioning in three
types or modes, not tasks or
structures (see table below and
box on next page).Two of these
modes are more traditional and
familiar, but it is the three
operating together that
transforms governance into
leadership.

Pitfalls

Though each governing style is
necessary, each has its downside,
particularly if it is pursued alone.
Fiduciary focused boards can
become internally rigid and
ignore the external
environmental threats and
opportunities impinging on the
organization. The board’s work
can become so prescribed and
structured, attentive to the
technical rather than the
strategic, that board work
becomes boring, unsatisfying,
and unchallenging.

Strategic governance can have
its own pitfalls. Planning can
adopt a “blue-sky” quality, or
“planning by wishful thinking,”
without connecting to
institutional realities and
environmental challenges or
opportunities. Big ideas are often
generated and owned by a few
who are surprised and angered
when others do not rush to
implement them. Many plans,
worked out by countless hours
of effort, approved by boards and
other groups, lie gathering dust
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Three types of governance

Type | Type Il Type Il
Fiduciary Strategic Generative
Nature of organizations Bureaucratic Open System Nonrational

Nature of leadership

Hierarchical

Analytical/visionary

Reflective learners

Board’s central purpose

Stewardship of tangible
assets

Strategic partnership
with management

Source of leadership for
organization

Board’s core work

Technical: oversee
operations, ensure
accountability

Analytical: shape strategy,
review performance

Creative: discern problems,
engage in sense-making

Board’s principal role Sentinel Strategist Sense maker
Key question What’s wrong? What'’s the plan? What’s the question?
Problems are to be Spotted Solved Framed

Deliberative process

Parliamentary and orderly

Empirical and logical

Robust and sometimes playful

Way of deciding

Reaching resolution

Reaching consensus

Grappling and grasping

Way of knowing

It stands to reason

The pieces all fit

It makes sense

Communication with

constituents

Limited, ritualized
to legitimate

Bilateral, episodic
to advocate

Multilateral, ongoing
to learn

Performance metrics

Facts, figures, finances,
reports

Strategic indicators,
competitive analysis

Signs of learning and
discerning
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on shelves and having minimal
effect on the organization and its
daily efforts. In the excitement
of planning, people sometimes
ignore assessment and fail to
recognize that a community
cannot embrace a new strategic
vision unless an organization’s
internal culture changes first.

The problem for boards is that
they usually do not engage in
generative thinking, which is
difficult to define and does not
lend itself to job descriptions and
organizational structure. In fact,
this “out of the box” thinking
occurs best when things are
ambiguous, goals are unclear, the
stakes are high, and the future is
uncertain. In such a climate
boards often grow uneasy and
retreat to structure,
accountability, and the familiar.
They assume that the CEO or
other administrative groups, if
necessary, will do such thinking.
But board behavior, rather than
encouraging and supporting such
creativity, may even inhibit or
discourage it.

Engaging boards in generative
thinking and governing is not

easy, since it requires a focus on
framing issues and decisions
rather than making them.

It sometimes necessitates
suspending the rules, being
playful, not holding rigidly to
structure and process while
promoting a new climate that
encourages debating, testing, and
probing. Generative thinking
must be communal in nature and
should not be confined either to
the senior administrators or the
board alone.

New questions transform a
board

While reading and digesting
Governance as Leadership, 1
kept reflecting on my two
decades as a seminary president,
examining what kind of board
governance I encouraged and
facilitated. First, I had to admit
that my first few years contained
a steep learning curve on board
development and functioning. My
first assumption was that a board
is primarily a fiduciary body that
also should give money. Only
when we undertook our first
institutional long-range planning

process did the board get
involved in a strategic way.
Still its primary mode was to
hear the plans, baptize them,
and send us off to achieve
them.

After a decade, a subtle but
dramatic thing happened in
one of our full board
meetings. In the midst of a
series of reports on budget,
enrollment, and annual
giving, a board member
broke in with a question. “All
of these reports I assume are
important,” he said,“but I have a
more fundamental question. We
claim to be a church-related
seminary, but are we really
engaged with the church? Are our
graduates really effective in
ministry? Do we ever talk with
our bishops and local churches?
Why don’t we invite to campus
the bishops and district
superintendents of our
surrounding conferences to talk
about forming and preparing
church leaders?”

There was a long silence.This
set of generative questions
stopped us cold in our tracks.

Type |
Fiduciary governing

Type ll
Strategic governing

Type lll
Generative governing

Understands the trustee as
one who holds assets for the
benefit of another.

Board ensures assets are
conserved and optimized to
support mission.

Boards see that resources are
used efficiently and
responsibly — budgets are
focal point.

Boards focus on oversight and
accountability, reports and
approving, rather than
discussion, imagination,
visioning, strategizing, and
valuing.

Strategic thinking and
planning are primary mode
and focus.

Lurking behind everything:
Quest for the institution’s
primary focus, its core task.

Board organizes around
strategic priorities, not
administrative operations.

Balanced budgets are no
longer sufficient if resources
are dedicated to the wrong
purposes.

Trustees ask: What business
are we in? What do our
customers want? Where do
we have a comparative
advantage? What are our core
competencies?

Focuses primarily on “framing
the problems and issues” and
meaning making or “making
sense” out of something.

Inevitability subjective in
nature, but generates other
critical processes of mission
setting, strategy development,
and problem solving.

Provides both a new frame
for understanding the
organization and its
environment and a new
vocabulary for talking about
what is perceived.

The creative foundation out
of which goal setting and
decision-making originate.
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As president I was thinking, “Oh
come on, we could never get all
those busy church leaders to
schedule time on our campus.”
Then another board member
spoke up, and another, each
supporting the idea and raising
generative questions of their own.
Energy and ideas began

to flow.

Now the board was leading the
seminary and the president.These
generative questions and ideas
kicked off a decade-long process
that transformed and refocused
the seminary.The leaders of the
four conferences did meet on the
seminary’s campus for two days,
not once but in four consecutive
years, to explore the issues of
calling, preparing, and sustaining
persons in ordained ministry. A
new partnership in ministry
emerged between the seminary,
the annual conferences and more
than a hundred partner
congregations in the region.

The seminary created a new
strategic plan, with board
involvement at a new level, and
the board became more effective
in its fiduciary tasks, but not
before the board, administration
and faculty had reframed and

generated a new understanding of
the seminary, its unique mission,
its primary constituency, and the
its singular challenges and
opportunities.

As a president I had no terms
to label the dynamics of what was
happening to the seminary, board,
administration, and faculty. Now
Governance as Leadership has
given me a coherent conceptual
framework to remember and
understand what was happening.
What a great ride it was!

The president’s role

One book cannot cover every
base, but there are some areas
that need more attention. The role
of the president as facilitator,
catalyst, manager and gatekeeper
of the governance process, and
“leader” of the total seminary
community receives little focused
attention in the book.The very
governing tasks and modes the
authors advocate are unlikely to
emerge or function well without
an administration that
understands them, educates a
board about them, and then
encourages and facilitates the
transformation.

During my years as a president,

I invested a major effort in
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recruiting, encouraging, and
involving the seminary’s
board. Although I had no
conceptual terms to help me
understand the board’s
functions, I still had a major
role to play in the
development and capacity
building of the board. My
intentions to involve the
board in governance were
good and rightly focused, but
most of the initiative and
direction of the seminary still
came from the administration.
Upon reflection, I realized that
the board exercised its
fiduciary responsibility in
critical moments, some of
which I had overlooked.The
board also acted strategically
at points, insisting on certain
initiatives that I would have
ignored or avoided.And they

Faculty

Little is said in the book
about faculty and their role in
governance, which is particularly
important in small, more
communal institutions like
seminaries. Without participation
and inclusion, faculty can be
roadblocks and disruptions to a
governing process that is trying
to transform a seminary, but when
they are part of the process, the
faculty are also a resource for
generative thinking.

As a president, I struggled to
involve faculty in the governance
process as partners rather than
just resident critics. I did listen
well to faculty from the
beginning, but that was not
enough, because governance
requires active participation. Only
after several trials and errors did
we discover a process that
engaged faculty primarily at the
strategic level and sometimes at
the generative.A joint planning
committee made up of faculty
and administration, along with
some board and faculty retreats,
helped the faculty to engage and
own an identifiable share of the
seminary’s overall governance.

Governance variables

A host of other issues that
influence how boards are able to
govern are not specifically
covered in the book. How board
members are selected or
appointed, how long they serve,
the size of boards, their proximity
or distance from campus, how
often and for how long they
meet, the role of church bodies
and authorities, and the
institution’s commitment to
membership diversity all affect
what is possible and the type of
governance a board is able to
perform. Still, these authors go to
the heart of the matter — the
modes and functions of
governing. The significant
challenges facing contemporary
seminaries require our best
governing and leadership.The
book provides an excellent
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