
About the In Trust Center Governance Initiative 

Amid a context of increasing institutional complexity and change throughout the field of 
Theological Education, Governing boards are being asked to lead with greater clarity, continuity, 
and strategic focus. In Trust Center’s Governance Initiative is an effort to explore governance 
models and develop targeted board development programming in response to these increasing 
pressures on boards, who are being asked to provide continuity and stability in ways they have 
not in the past. Strong governance is essential to long-term mission sustainability, and we are 
committed to providing resources and leading the conversation about what makes healthy, 
effective boards and institutions. 

 

Governance Survey 

The first step in the In Trust Center’s Governance Initiative was a first of its kind board study and 
analysis from accredited institutions in theological education. 71% of ATS accredited schools 
responded to the survey, including more than a thousand board members and executive leaders 
from Governing Boards and Advisory Bodies. 

 

The data presented on the following page is not meant as a tool for comparison or 
benchmarking. Rather, we encourage you to use this summary of practices and demographics 
from across the field as a point of conversation about your own board. What are your current 
board practices, priorities, and challenges? How do these practices support you or hinder you in 
addressing your institution’s pressing issues? Below are just a few questions to start these 
conversations. 

 

Questions for Consideration: 

• How often does your board discuss its structure, demographics, and practices? Why is 
or isn’t this important to the board? 

• What questions arise for you from this data?  

• What do you see in this data that requires further conversation? 

• Over the past two decades, board size has continued to shrink. Is 
your school’s board appropriately sized for maximizing engagement 
while balancing representation? 



Meetings & 
members
This section is a summary of 
responses from executive leaders.

Structure & practices
Mix of board member and executive leader responses

Composition & experience
Aggregate of board member responses

The In Trust Center for Theological 
Schools surveyed executive leaders and 
governing and advisory board members 
at ATS accredited schools. 71% of the 
schools responded. Here’s an overview 
for governing boards.

Governing Boards
Freestanding Schools

Board size

Executive 
Leader

Voice but no vote

N/A

Voice and vote Student
Representative

Faculty
Representative

Alum
Representative

Denominational
Leader

Board member representation

Succession plans

Are you making efforts for 
board diversity to reflect 
student diversity if that is 
important to the board?

Consider the board 
composition. To what 
degree is the current 
composition of the 
board reflective 
of the targets the 
board has for its own 
diversity with respect 
to:

Board member length of service

Less than 
one year

1–2 
years

3-5 
years

6-10 
years

11–15 
years

16–20 
years

More 
than 20 
years

Education

Top 3 – Expertise brought to board
Business: 

Management / finance 
/ manufacturing / 

investments

Clergy or 
religious order

Congregational 
ministry / church 

relations

Race/ethnicity

Asian-
descent 
or Pacific 
Islander

Black, 
African 
American, 
African 
Canadian

Native North 
American, 
First Nation, 
Indigenous

Hispanic, 
Latino(a), 
Latine

White, 
Caucasian

Other

Annual financial giving

Board member terms

Renewable terms

Board meeting regularity

Less than four hours 		 33%
Between four and six hours 	 13%
Between six and eight hours 	 5%
One full day (8 hours or more) 	 11%
More than one day but less  
than two full days 		 30%
Two full days or more 		 7%

Typical 
meeting 
duration

How the board meets

7%

36%

Fewer than 10

11-15

16-20

63% of 
boards have 
20 or fewer 
members

66% of 
members 

are over 60

21-25

26-30

More than 30

20%

18%

11%

7%

5-year 
4%

Less than 
3-year 
6%

Other 
5%

None 
specified 
6%

Emergency plan 
21% 

Planned succession plan 
14%

Both emergency and  
planned succession plans 
23%

of schools report 
100% board giving

of board members 
report giving

Yes, our board composition now 
reflects student diversity.

Yes, our board composition is currently 
moving toward reflecting student
diversity. 

Yes, our board has not yet shifted but 
is recruiting to reflect student diversity. 

No, our board composition targets are 
not tied to student diversity. 

I do not know. 

3-year 
61% All meetings 

are fully 
remote (via
Zoom or 
other tech). 
2%

There is a 
balance with 
both fully in 
person and 
fully remote 
meetings. 48%

4-year 
18%

Have renewable terms

93%

6% 9% 1% 2% 69% 13%

35%

100%

Two times 17%
Three times 51%
Four times 22%
More than 10% 
four times 

All meetings 
are fully in 
person. 25%

Other 
25%

Executive 
Leader 
Response

15%

39%

7%

38%

1%

Board 
Member 
Response

21%

36%

10%

22%

11%

55%

45%

19%

37%

44%

54%

7%

39%

35%

10%

55%

20%

56%

24%

Top 3-Reasons for member recruitment / 
selection

Neither
42%

Not
Reflective

A Little 
Reflective

Somewhat 
Reflective

Mostly 
Reflective

Very  
Reflective

N/A

Age

Gender

Race/Ethnicity

Socioeconomic 
status

Level of 
education

Executive 
Leader 
Response

Board 
Member 
Response

10% 20% 30% 23% 8% 3% 6%

Gender

S O U R C E S  A N D  N O T E S :  I N  T R U S T  C E N T E R  F O R  T H E O L O G I C A L  S C H O O L S 
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1

32

85%

Graduate, 
Professional,	
or Doctorate 
degrees 

Commitment to 
the mission of the 

school 
Contribution 

of specialized 
expertise or skills 

needed by the 
school 

Denominational 
representation 

3%  10% 	       30% 		         33% 	 16%           8%
6%       8% 		 38% 	 30% 		 10%       8%

2% 6%          15% 	 32% 		 40% 	 5%
5%          12% 	 18% 	             24% 		      34%  7%

6%                17% 	 25% 	           28% 		 19%          5%
11% 14% 	 27% 	            20% 	 18%             10%

6%           14% 	 29% 		            27% 12%            12%
8%           11% 	 26% 	       31% 11%             13%

2%4%      13% 		 38%		  35% 	 8%

2%4%           14% 	 36% 		 36%  8%

Male 
62%

Female 
38%

Remote access

Yes 
76%

Yes 76%
Sometimes
13%

No
11%

Age

Under 30 <1%
30-39 4%
40-49 11%
50-59 19%
60-69 34%
70-79 27%
80+ 5%

Top 3 pathways to 
board service

Church 
connection to 

institution 

Recruited 
by board 
member Recruited 

by executive 
leader 




