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ESSENTIAL 3: Responsibility for effective
institutional leadership

The president and board chair partnership

SUMMARY

“A board chair and a president walk into a seminary boardroom” may sound like the start of
a joke, but wise boards know that the quality of the relationship between the two is a serious
matter. Mission critical, in fact. When strong, the partnership of the board chair and president
can propel an institution forward; when contentious, the institution suffers.

There’s no surprise when boards are urged to approach the task with seriousness whether
calling, nurturing, evaluating, and planning for the succession of either member of this most
important leadership duo. Misalignment between the board chair and seminary president

can lead to conflicting strategic directions and ineffective decision-making. Getting the
partnership right helps stave off internal tensions, builds trust among stakeholders, and helps
foster a thriving educational environment.

It’s a gift to the president when the board plans well in advance for a change in the chair, and
even more so when attention is given to personalities and leadership styles. Board chairs, for
their part, should be willing to step down if fit with an incoming president feels in question.
Both must set their ego aside for the sake of the school’s mission and long-term financial
vitality.

As the In Trust Center has observed over many years, healthy president and board chair
partnerships thrive when supported by the following commitments one to the other:

To engage: Regular engagement between the board chair and the president strengthens
their communication, trust, and collaboration, all of which undergirds better governance
and organizational success. Over time, the board chair gains a deeper appreciation of the
president’s challenges and opportunities. In turn, the president comes to better understand
the board’s expectations and strategic priorities.

To encourage: The encouragement that the board chair and president extend to each other
creates a ripple effect that enhances the overall governance and health of the institution. A
supportive board chair/president relationship also contributes to an institutional culture of
appreciation and respect among faculty, staff, and students. When the chair and president
are seen as encouraging each other to good works, others within the institution are likely to
do likewise.
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To evaluate: The true measure of a board chair/president partnership is its impact on the
mission fulfillment and economic vitality of the institution. It is nice when the two enjoy a
warm relationship, but not of much consequence if the institution is faltering. The basis for
“grading” the effectiveness of their shared leadership is the rate of progress toward meeting
the board-approved goals of the institution.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

+  How do the board chair and president engage with each other and with the broader
institution to align on goals and priorities, and how does this engagement impact their
relationship? (Investigative)

+ In what ways could the board chair and president further encourage one another to
foster a more collaborative and supportive working environment in the next few years?
(Speculative)

+ What specific actions can the board chair and president take to engage more effectively
with stakeholders and encourage a culture of open communication and mutual support?
(Productive)

+  How does the current level of engagement and encouragement between the board chair
and president influence the institution’s culture and overall effectiveness? (Interpretive)

* In your opinion, what are the most important qualities that a board chair and president
should possess to effectively evaluate each other’s performance and ensure continuous
improvement? (Subjective)

A CONCLUDING THOUGHT

The next time the president and the board chair walk into the boardroom, remember this:
How the two relate to one another has profound implications for the board’s effectiveness,
ability to attract and retain quality members, and the level of engagement by individual board
members. There is no relationship of greater importance to the overall effectiveness of a
theological school.
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