
B
O

A
R

D
S

O
F

D
IR

ECTO
R

S

WINTER 2006 • WWW.NONPROFITQUARTERLY.ORG REPRINTED FROM THE NONPROFIT QUARTERLY 49

Effective Board Chair–
Executive Director Relationships:
Not About Roles!
by Mary L. Hiland, Ph.D.

T IS A PERVASIVE AND DEEPLY HELD

belief that clarification of roles and
responsibilities between an organi-
zation’s board chair and executive
director is the primary means for

building an effective partnership. Much
of the governance literature presents
the advice of consultants and practi-
t ioners prescr ibing the roles and
responsibilities of board chairs and how
those are shared with, or are distinct
from, those of the executive director.
Task lists and job descriptions often
propose a “one size fits all” recipe for
relationship effectiveness. Recent
research challenges this approach,
however, finding that a focus on fulfill-
ing prescribed roles and responsibilities
has little, if anything, to do with what
works.1

In 2005, 18 board chairs and execu-
tive directors from 18 nonprofit organ-
izations located in Silicon Valley,
California, were interviewed individu-
ally. Open-ended questions were used
to elicit descriptions of the dynamics
in the relationships and their effects
on the organizations. Several findings
emerged from the participants’ stories
about how they related and worked
together that contradicted commonly
held beliefs about the importance of
r o le  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  i n  t h e  b o a r d
chair–executive director relationship.2

There was a conspicuous lack of ref-
erence to defining or clarifying roles by

study participants. Those with the
strongest relationships noted the
importance of flexibility in negotiating
roles. Len Shustek, board chair of the
Computer Histor y Museum3 com-
mented, “It’s much more complicated
than it would seem if you read the
books that say, ‘This is the role of the

executive director and this is the role of
the chairman.’ In any real organization
. . . it depends a lot on the reasonable-
ness of the people involved to make it
work. If you try to just play by the rules,
it’s not going to work.” 

All About Trust
While trust emerged as the most impor-
tant dynamic influencing the relation-
ships, defining expectations was only
one of 22 trust-building behaviors iden-
tified in the study. Agreeing on expecta-
tions is the one activity described by the
pairs that comes closest to role clarifi-
cation. Some of the study pairs met
specifically to define expectations early
in their relationship. Most of the pairs,
however, worked this out together as the
relationship evolved. Moreover, those
pairs who met early to define expecta-
tions were not necessarily the pairs that

developed the strongest relationships. 
Drawing dist inctions between

policy-making functions and involve-
ment in day-to-day operations was not
important for those pairs with the
highest trust levels. Several board
chairs in high-trust relationships, with
the enthusiastic support of their execu-
tive directors, had frequent, direct
contact with the staff. For example,
Don Watters, director emeritus of McK-
insey & Company and chair of the
board of United Way Silicon Valley,4

described meeting with staff on a
weekly basis—coaching them on strat-
egy and execution and helping to shape
a new business model for the organiza-
tion. While conventional wisdom would
argue that this was not a “prescribed”
board chair role, making distinctions
about one role or the other for Watters
in this context was just not relevant.

United Way Silicon Valley’s presi-
dent and CEO Mark Walker notes, “I
real ly think the l ines are k ind of
blurry, a little bit fuzzy. We have to find
ways to integrate our board into more
active roles and how we run our busi-
ness. I contrast that a little bit with
how I was counseled by others in the
field—that you have to draw your line
as to what your role is as executive and
you have to make sure the board
doesn’t cross that line. And you have
to be very, very firm about it. That may
work with some organizations, but

I
If you try to just play by the rules,

it’s not going to work.

        



we’ve adopted a philosophy that we’re
all in this together.” This example chal-
lenges the assumption that hands-on
board involvement is associated with
younger, less sophisticated nonprofits.
This kind of board chair activity was
not only accepted but encouraged in
some of the largest, oldest, and best-
known nonprofits in the study. What
might be traditionally viewed as micro-
managment was considered valued
board chair involvement to some study
executives. 

Each board chair in the study had a
different perspective about the bound-
aries of his/her role. The process of give
and take, working it out together, was
characteristic of the strongest partner-
ships. Reliance on structure (i.e., pre-
scriptive roles) was evident only in
low-trust relationships. Flexibility and
dialogue were more important than fol-
lowing a job description. Strong trust
made that flexibility possible. In addi-
tion, adapting to each other’s styles did
not only occur at the beginning of
working together; learning about and
accommodating differences was impor-
tant for both throughout the relation-
ship.

The potential for tension in the man-
agement of the board chair’s dual over-
sight and support roles might be cause
for concern.. However, board chairs in
the high-trust relationships did not feel
the need to assert their authority with
the executives. Rather, influence was
possible for both parties by virtue of the
reciprocity experienced. Appropriate
distance, while evaluating the executive,
for example, was achieved when needed.
In the high-trust relationships, the struc-
ture of roles and responsibilities was
negotiated and flowed from the individu-
als’ aligned purpose, not from what
“should be.” Connie Martinez, president
and CEO of the Children’s Discovery
Museum5 commented, “The bottom line
is that the board chair plays the role he
needs to play to get the job done, and so
it changes. He is always open for that; it’s
how we work together.” 

This study highlights the fact that
nonprofit leaders need to recognize that
the board chair–executive director rela-
tionship is an important and powerful
resource. They need to work on the
relationship, not just in it, to determine
how to best develop it and strengthen
trust. Prescriptive roles and responsi-
bilities should be de-emphasized. Exec-
utives and board chairs need to be
flexible in how they structure their
work together—empowering each other
to consider their individual strengths,
interests, and the organization’s impor-
tant work—rather than “going by the
book.”

Endnotes
1. Hiland, M. L. (2006). Board Chair-Exec-

utive Director relationships: Are there

interpersonal dynamics that contribute

to creating social capital in nonprofit

organizations? Fielding Graduate Univer-

sity, Santa Barbara, CA. Available from

UMI Dissertation Services, Ann Arbor,

Michigan, 800-521-0600.

2. While the characteristics of the organi-

zations and the participants were varied

(with budgets ranging from $500,000 to

$14 million), none of the differences cor-

responded in any way with the findings.

3. The Computer History Museum was

founded in 1996 and currently has a

budget of $4 million.

4. United Way Silicon Valley is 84 years old

with an operating budget of $4 million, dis-

tributing $9.5 million to other nonprofits 

in 2005.

5. The Children’s Discovery Museum was

founded in 1985, and currently has a

budget of about $5 million.
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