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Improving your skills in meetings

By Simon Moss
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Introduction	

A board of directors governs almost every organization, from businesses to charities.  The board will usually comprise between 8 and 15 individuals and will assume responsibility over the oversight, mission, structure, and direction of the organization.  In contrast, management assumes responsibilities over the daily operations of organizations.  

	


You might be invited to become a member of a board.  For example

· if you conduct research on a particular topic, such as ecology, you might become a member of the board that governs the relevant peak body or association, such as Environment Centre NT
· or you might become a member of a board that governs an organization that revolves around your demographic, such as an organization that represents other research candidates

If you are invited to become a member of a board, you need to consider whether you are willing to dedicate enough time—such as about 10 days a year—to this role.  That is, rather than merely attend several meetings a year, you may also need to 

· read many documents, such as audit reports, budgets, insurance policies, strategic plans, and financial statements
· learn about governance, boards, and other similar topics
· participate in other activities, such as fund raising

Nevertheless, this role can be very fulfilling as well as invaluable to your career and networks.   This document outlines some practices and strategies that could help you operate effectively on the board.

Conduct and behavior 	

As a board member, you are obliged to 

· pose challenging questions to evaluate the management of this organization
· propose helpful solutions to address the problems of this organization.

Nevertheless, especially if your experience on boards is limited, you need to express yourself modestly and respectfully.  For example, rather than assert confidently that “We should invite other quotes as soon as we can”, you should pose your solutions either as

· questions, such as “Do you feel we should invite other quotes”
· tentative hunches, such as “I feel that we could invite other quotes” or “My sense is that we could invite other quotes”

These questions or hunches are preferable because

· people tend to resist suggestions that seem dogmatic rather than tentative
· people tend to respect someone whose behavior matches their expectations—and they tend to expect inexperienced board members to behave more deferentially

Questions and hunches 	

After 8 to 10 meetings, when you become more familiar with the Board, you will feel confident posing informative questions and expressing your hunches or preferences.  But initially, especially if you are reserved or introverted, you might feel unconfident and unsure initially.  To help you contribute during these meetings, you could utilize the following table.  This table outlines questions or hunches that could be relevant to particular topics.  


	Question or hunch
	Justification or clarification

	Induction
	

	How was this organization first established?
	

	How has the mission, strategy, and structure of this organization changed over time?
	

	How has the financial status of this organization changed over the last few years?
	If the organization has recently stagnated or even declined, the strategic plan might need to be updated sooner than anticipated

	What are the main events that will be organized this year—such as fund raisers
	

	Am I able to access audit reports, the budget, the income statement, the balance sheet, cash flow, insurance contracts, and other relevant documents”
	

	Will I be able to visit the site and operations?
	Research indicates that intuitions tend to be more accurate if people can imagine the setting vividly

	Do any committees report to this board, such as an auditing, finance, tax, or revenue committee
	

	Strategy
	

	How often does the organization update the strategic plan?
	Strategic plans should be updated at least every five years—but more frequent but minor revisions may be preferable, because people then become more receptive to change

	Does the board retain data and information on changes in the industry, such as trends and threats, to help inform future strategic changes?
	

	Are all staff, key donors, beneficiaries, and communities granted opportunities to contribute towards the strategic plan?
	

	What other sources of revenue—such as memberships, subscriptions, fund raising, government grants, or sponsorship—do you feel the organization should pursue more in the future?
	

	Collaborations
	

	With which other organizations do you feel we could develop strategic alliances?
	

	With which other organizations do you feel we could share the costs of resources?
	

	Do you feel we could develop more strategic partnerships or alliances overseas, such as establish an affiliate overseas or seek from international advisory council 
	

	Meetings
	

	Are we ever able to invite guests, such as experts, prospective board members, key beneficiaries of the organization, or emeritus board members?
	

	Concerns and evaluations
	

	Given the duration and costs of these projects tend to be underestimated, do you feel this plan is feasible?
	According to a discovery called the planning fallacy, people tend to underestimate the time they need to complete some task or project

	Do you feel staff are able to report grievances and concerns about the organization without the risk of retribution
	

	Do you feel the board is diverse enough in gender, age, culture, seniority, discipline, and personality?
	This diversity, if respected, tends to enhance innovation

	Has the board developed a protocol on how to manage a member who has not contributed adequately—such as failed to attend three or more meetings without a justification in advance
	

	Staffing
	

	Have the senior managers introduced a 360 degree feedback procedure to evaluate themselves
	

	What other benefits can we offer staff, such as free parking or training programs, to attract and to retain excellent staff
	

	Has the board developed contingency plans if the CEO or other important managers depart, such as whether an interim CEO would be a staff member, consultant, or other senior manager
	

	Do you feel that members of the board should be prohibited from undertaking consulting to the organization?
	A board member who also consults could be deemed to experience a conflict of interest

	Finances and investment
	

	Has the board collated benchmarks from similar organizations to determine reasonable levels of operating ratios—such as the percentage of the operating budget that should be directed to salaries, benefits, fund raising, and liquid reserves?
	

	Does the organization maintain enough cash or liquid reserves to cover six months of operating expenses—or has the organization introduced alternative measures to cover these costs
	

	Does the board need to seek quotes and bids from at least three vendors to provide key services?
	

	How often do we change the auditor?
	Auditors should be changed every five years or more so they maintain independence

	Emergencies and problems
	

	What are our main threats, such as cyberattacks or fraud, and have we organized a crisis emergency plan to respond to each of these threats?
	

	Should we engage in scenario planning to enhance preparation and improve responses to emergencies
	During scenario planning, individuals contemplate how they would respond to various problems

	What measures does the organization implement to prevent fraud?
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