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The Shifting Tides of 
Nonprofit Governance: 
An Interview with Paul Light
by the edito r s

grams and agenc ies for more th an a

dec a de. Its tax administra tion systems

were put on the list in 1990 even before

the list form ally existed and its intern al

moderniza tion effort was listed in 1995.

Let’s get tho se issues re s ol ved before

the IRS goes any further with its stan-

d ards movement. 

Many nonprofits come out of the lib-

era tion man a gement movement, with its

emphasis on outcomes and innovation.

They argue that a board should be

improved as a tool of better perform-

ance and that having an engaged board

paying attention is important for effec-

tivene ss. It is le ss a re qu irement and

more an en h ancement, more a sign of

good pra c tice. They ’ re certain ly going to

comply with the rules, but they’re more

concerned with what happens inside

the board ra ther th an just complying

with the rules. They don’t want their

boards to harangue the organiza tion

and set themsel ves up as an agent of the

Internal Revenue Service. 

Then you have the war - on - waste per-

s pec tive: organiza tions li ke Ch arity Nav-

iga tor that have a spec ific set of

standards that all boards should follow

to increase efficiency. They believe that

nonprofits waste a great de al of

money — and the public generally

a gree s — but if you have a good board ,

you ’ ll have effic iency. Their goal is

better govern ance as a way of produc ing

savings. It’s almost as if the board must

become a little version of the offices of

the ins pec tor general that police the

federal government — ferreting out

f raud, waste, and abuse while rem ain-

ing distant from the actu al program

design and delivery. 

Fin ally, there’s a fourth philo s ophy

grounded in trans parency. Ad voc a tes of

this rel a tively recent push want to see

more of what the organiza tion doe s .

They ’ re out of the war - on - waste tra di-

tion in some ways — trans parency cre a te s

deterrence — but are more foc used on

m a king in form a tion avail a ble for donors ,

wa t ch dogs, and citizens to ins pec t .

They ’ re not motiva ted by the de sire to

f ree the organiza tion from needle ss

h arassment but are more intere sted in

making the organization visible. 

Each of these tides can hook up with

the others, but the primary motivations

of each differ greatly.

NP Q : The board - governance debate

se ems to be never - ending, an inter-

minable co n ver sation that is repeate d

in near ly every gat h ering. Is there a

light at the end of the tunnel? Is there a

b right - line ans wer that liberates us

from the co n ver sation and ma k e s

prog re ss toward account able board

governance ?

Li ght : When you look at man a gement

reform, regardle ss of the sec tor, there ’ s

re ally nothing new under the sun. You

never see something that makes you

s ay, “This is totally new.” The re ality is ,

of course, we ’ ve been having the se

he No nprofit Quarter ly

recently interviewed Paul

Light regarding reform of

board govern ance. An expert

on nonprofits, Light is a fre-

quent contributor to NP Q and has

written articles such as “The Spiral of

Sustain a ble Excellence” (NP Q, winter

2005 issue).

Nonprofit Quarterly: You’ve written

about “tides of reform,” or philosophies

of refo rm re garding no nprofit board gov-

ernance. How would you characterize

t h ose co mpeting phi loso phies, and

where, if pursued to their logical ends,

wou ld they take us in the debate on

accountability and board governance?

Paul Li ght : The notion of tides of

reform is that there can be general

a greement about the need for reform

but very deep differences about what to

do. The tides are cle ar ly coming in on

govern ance reform. 

The Intern al Revenue Service [IRS ]

comes out of the sc ientific man a gement

movement and sees this as a compli-

ance issue with a strict set of rules and

h as an in flexible “We know be st atti-

tude.” The IRS might not be able to

govern itself partic ul ar ly well, but it

loves to govern others. So it’s getting

into the nonprofit man a gement busi-

ne ss, which is way outside its skill set .

For tho se who are intere sted, the IRS

h as been on the Government Account-

a bility Office’s short list of troubled pro-
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in its effo rts to ens ure no nprofit

a c count abi lity ?

Li ght : I don’t think it’s nece ss arily a con-

flict if you ’ re tal king about trans parency

or having sta ke holders sitting on the

board, which would represent the com-

munity. But that rarely happens. This

would engender more flexibility th an

what you would have in the sc ientific

management approach, which says that

there is one be st way of doing thing s .

There are different connec tions to the

community you can have, bringing lib-

eration management to the question of

the role of the community. 

A board that de als solely with its own

needs and not with the community is

not of much value to the organiza tion .

There are certain ly abs olutes: I think

you should have an independent audit

committee, an independent fundraising

or revenue committee, the board should

meet regul ar ly, and it ought to have

sta ke holders and include people you

serve. That keeps the board in touch

with reality. It should have some sort of

opportunity for an organization and its

staff and its clients to make conta c t

with the board without interference

from the organization. In terms of con-

necting to the community, there should

be an opportunity for community

whistle-blowing. 

Ra ther th an having the constituents

always go to the media, it might be good

for the board to communic a te that it ’ s

re s ponsible, that you as a citizen can

contact the board direc tly. I’ve seen a

cou ple of good ex amples, such as Ad voc a t-

ing Ch ange Together, a Minne a polis, Min-

ne s ota – based organiza tion that lobbie s

for the develop mentally dis a bled. Every-

one on the board is a develop mentally dis-

a bled adult. What the organiza tion is

s aying is, “We ’ re advoc a ting for the devel-

op mentally dis a bled, and the develop men-

tally dis a bled can speak for themsel ve s . ”

There’s nothing frightening about

re serving spa ce on a board for commu-

nity members and clients. Housing organ-

iza tions bu ilding afford a ble - housing 

and antipoverty organiza tions do this. 

con vers a tions from the se different per-

s pec tive s — when you get the IRS there ,

the Independent Sec tor there, the Mary-

l and Ass oc ia tion of Nonprofit Organiza-

tions with its “stand ards of excellence , ”

the consultants who are working to

help organiza tions improve, the soc ial -

enterprise people — they all seem to be

tal king about the same issue, but they

are repre senting very different philo s o-

phies. We have to talk about what good

govern ance produces. The soc ial - enter-

prise people say, “You need good gover-

n ance, but don’t su ppre ss ch ange and

innova tion. Don’t microm an a ge , ”

where as the IRS would say, “Here are

the strict rules, and we don’t think of

differences among the types of organi-

za tions . ”

What’s rem ark a ble to me is the

amount of time that we spend tal king

a bout improving board govern ance

without talking about the very deep dif-

ferences in what the good in good gover-

nance actually means. The key is to be

aware of the different views regarding

board governance. This is the sector of

nicene ss; we chat about board gover-

nance and don’t fight about it. 

One way to improve the dialogue is

to make the dis a greements more

visible. The competing philo s ophies of

govern ance have to be made evident .

My general view is in favor of libera tion

m an a gement, where the board role is to

improve the perform ance of the organi-

za tion, which might in vol ve more board

contact with the community. I’d li ke to

see a little more anger in the con fer-

ence s .

NP Q : Th at brin gs us to the issue of how

a no nprofit deals with the co mmunity

in terms of governance. Wh en the se cto r

a ddre sses board governance roles in

terms of no nprofit account abi lity, there

is a gap betwe en a board’s role and stew-

ardship of a no nprofit organi zation as

an entity and a board’s role in repre-

senting and prote cting the public or

p ublics that are served by the no nprofit .

How does a board re co nc i le these role s

On foundations, it would be wonder-

ful if boards reserved a space or two for

their grantees, but that will happen when

we ’ re both about 3,000 ye ars old. How

do you keep the found a tion board

hone st? How do you keep yourself hone st

with the community? It’s a big issue, but

found a tions ought to embra ce it as well. 

The boards I’ve come to admire are

the ones that actively seek in form a tion

among the people they serve. The

problem is that found a tions are insu-

l a ted from their communities bec ause

their own grantees have a natural inter-

e st in telling the found a tion what it

wants to he ar. It would be much better

to survey the wider pool of grantee s

that thought about applying but never

did. It’s a self - selec tion problem. You

talk to the people who love you for your

money. 

In a sense, many found a tions are li ke

the federal government. When the

federal government surveys its cus-

tomers, it uses a narrow definition of

people who have benefited from its pro-

grams. They ’ re the winners, they got

grants; what do you expect them to say ?

When you survey on ly grantees, you ’ re

s aying you want to he ar on ly the good

news. To be hone st with itself, a found a-

tion should also ask the nongrantee s ,

the losers, the people who self-selected

out of the pool bec ause they think the

foundation is on the wrong path. 

NPQ: The most pro minent actor on

Cap itol Hi ll advocating attention to

no nprofit governance and account abi l-

ity issues—the chief mino rity tax

counsel for the Senate Finance Co m-

mitte e — h as announced his departure

and will take a position in the private

se ctor. With that departure — and wit h

the ch an ge in co n g re ssio nal lea d er ship

after the last electoral cycle—what are

the future prospects for national atten-

tion to no nprofit governance and

accountability issues?

Li ght : It swit ches to the House of Repre-

senta tives. Congre ssm an [Hen ry] Wax m an

[ of California] will stay on this issue .
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He’s not going to give it up. Li ke the

recent he arings on veterans’ grou ps, this

is going to continue. Wax m an has a

strong history of war - on - waste thinking .

He’s going to stay right there and will

push the IRS and others to be more

aggressive. 

NPQ: Wh at do you think about the

notion of different “classes” of board

m embers: that is, that some board

m embers sh ou ld be “governing” board

m embers, whi le ot h ers sit on a board fo r

t h eir st ature, pre stige, and fundrai sin g

abi lities? 

Li ght : I re ally don’t understand it as well

as I should. I’m not wild about two - tiered

any thing. You ’ ve got to dec ide what your

board is re ally about. If you want to cre a te

a separa te advis ory board of big wig s ,

that’s fine, but the governing board has

to be enga ged and not consider this a friv-

olous pay - and - pl ay activity. You have to

m a ke that choice. If you want a fundrais-

ing board, how are you going to meet the

trans parency and enga gement re s ponsibil-

ities of the board? 

I think fundraising is be st done by

fa c ing the organiza tion into the en vi-

ronment and asking people to con-

tribute. There are lots of pay - and - pl ay

boards with dozens and dozens of

members, and they ’ re pretty usele ss .

The qu ality of the board should be

based on its expertise and re a dine ss to

enga ge, not on its pockets. People with

a lot of money can be just as enga ged as

tho se with mode st incomes. The goal

should be enga gement. I just don ’ t

believe you should cut the board into

two pieces. I’m pretty much con vinced

that the maximum board size should

be 20, but I would argue against myself

if that were made into a one - size - fits -

all rule. 

NPQ: Many no nprofits have re g u lar

financ ial transa ctio ns with board

m ember s — p urch asing goods, serv ice s ,

or pro perty from board members— and

many no nprofits routine ly fo rgo askin g

board members to disclose their finan-

c ial intere sts in entities that potentially

do bu sine ss with their no nprofits. Co n-

f licts of intere st and se lf - inurem ent

se em to be at the heart of many no n-

profit scand als, but the se ctor is also

re lu ct ant to draw a bright line. Wh ere

do you come down on the issue of

financ ial transa ctio ns with board

members?

Li ght : I think it’s a terrible idea. If board

members want to do busine ss with an

organiza tion, they should get off the

board. I don’t see any po ssible cure for

that kind of con flict of intere st aside from

le aving the board. It’s an unsustain a ble

board. The appe arance alone of con flic t

of intere st between a board member and

the organiza tion is a great risk to an orga-

niza tion’s survival. “If you want to do

busine ss, fine. But get off my board . ”

Every once in a while, the con flic t

pops up in the pa pers and becomes yet

another not ch against the sec tor as a

whole. It’s a terrible appe arance problem.

I don’t me an to say that everyone who

does busine ss with a nonprofit from a

board po sition is corru pt. May be they ’ re

offering a low - co st service, but still

they ’ re doing busine ss with a busine ss

that they oversee. There’s a con flict in

appearance and potentially a conflict in

re ality. A nonprofit may have been doing

it for ye ars, but it needs to accept the fa c t

that the public doe sn’t li ke it and the

media is watching. Practices that might

h ave been easy 20 ye ars ago aren’t toler-

ated today.

NPQ: This publication’s co ntinu in g

intere st in board governance and no n-

profit account abi lity has always be en

mixed with an equally sig nificant co m-

mit m ent to the role of the no nprofit

se ctor in sup po rting and pro m otin g

d em ocracy in our nation, ref le cte d

h o pefu lly by an inc lu sion of dem ocratic

values and pra ctice wit hin the no n-

profit se ctor itse lf. In the co nte xt of board

governance and no nprofit account abi l-

ity, how wou ld you id eally balance

board governance and account abi lity

obligatio ns with notio ns of no nprofits ’

co nne ctio ns to dem ocracy and ques-

tio ns of dem ocracy wit hin the no nprofit

se ctor itse lf ?

Li ght : The on ly thing that comes to

mind is that boards ought to be leaders

ra ther th an re sisters when it comes to

a d voc a cy. The sec tor needs to have a

strong voice in protec ting itself from

c ut ba cks and mindle ss rules, and the

board should be mindful of that. 

NPQ: With the unending debate over no n-

profit governance, we wou ld pre s ume that

t h ere mu st have be en some governance

pre scriptio ns offered in all seriou s ne ss

and sincerity that stru ck you as utter ly

si lly and ridicu lous. Based on wh at you ’ ve

h eard from advocates lod ged in the co m-

peting tides of refo rm, wh at is the most

lu dicrous governance pre scription you ’ ve

encountered? 

Li ght : I ’ ve always hated the four - meet-

ing s - a - ye ar rule. Why four and not six ?

Why not one or two? Frankly, if you have

a re ally bad board, I say don’t meet at all .

Send them a ba gel and cre am chee se and

pretend that you had a meeting. The key

is to get a good board, talk to each recru it

a bout your basic philo s ophy of gover-

n ance, and put them to work. But it’s non-

sense to dem and fre quent meetings with

a poor ly developed board. 

PAUL LIGHT is a profe ss or at New York Uni-

versity’s Robert F. Wa gner School of Public

Service. He can be re a ched at paul . light @

nyu . edu .

What govern ance model does your board use ,

and does it work well? Let us know at feed-

ba ck @ np q m a g . org. Reprints of this article

m ay be ordered from htt p : / / store . nonprof-

it qu arter ly . org, using code 150209.

Fu n d raising is best done by 

facing the org a n i z ation into 

the env i ro n m e nt and asking 

people to co nt r i b u te.


