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How Bored is Your Board?
by Larry F. Johnston, Ph.D.    

        	   One	  of	  the	  better	  arti-‐
cles	  I’ve	  found	  on	  boards	  is	  
“The	  New	  Work	  of	  the	  Non-‐
pro=it	  Board,”	  from	  the	  Har-‐
vard	  Business	  Review	  (Re-‐
print	  Number	  96509).	  	  The	  
article	  opens	  with	  the	  follow-‐
ing	  sad	  but	  true	  state	  of	  af-‐
fairs:

	   “Effective	  governance	  
by	  the	  board	  of	  a	  nonpro=it	  
organization	  is	  a	  rare	  and	  
unnatural	  act.	  	  Only	  the	  most	  
uncommon	  of	  nonpro=it	  
boards	  functions	  as	  it	  should	  
by	  harnessing	  the	  collective	  
efforts	  of	  accomplished	  indi-‐
viduals	  to	  advance	  the	  insti-‐
tution’s	  mission	  and	  long-‐
term	  welfare.	  	  A	  board’s	  con-‐
tribution	  is	  meant	  to	  be	  stra-‐
tegic,	  the	  joint	  product	  of	  tal-‐
ented	  people	  brought	  to-‐
gether	  to	  apply	  their	  knowl-‐
edge	  and	  experience	  to	  the	  
major	  challenges	  facing	  the	  
institution.

	   “What	  happens	  in-‐
stead?	  	  Nonpro=it	  boards	  are	  
often	  little	  more	  than	  a	  col-‐
lection	  of	  high-‐powered	  peo-‐
ple	  engaged	  in	  low-‐level	  ac-‐
tivities.”

The	  authors	  go	  on	  to	  
point	  out	  that	  the	  reasons	  are	  
myriad,	  and	  the	  ones	  they	  
mention	  are	  on	  the	  money	  
(perhaps	  the	  most	  important	  
being	  “strategic	  misalign-‐
ment”	  or	  “majoring	  on	  the	  
minor”	  although	  they	  don’t	  
use	  these	  terms).

But	  the	  authors	  don’t	  
address	  something	  that	  in	  my	  
experience	  more	  boards	  
need	  to	  address:	  aligning	  in-
dividual	  board	  member	  port-
folios	  with	  their	  personal	  
strengths.	  

Prior	  to	  facilitating	  a	  
recent	  board	  retreat,	  I	  sug-‐
gested	  to	  the	  board	  chair	  that	  
we	  buy	  each	  board	  member	  a	  
copy	  of	  Strengths	  Finder	  2.0	  
by	  Tom	  Rath.	  	  The	  purpose	  
was	  not	  only	  to	  introduce	  the	  
board	  to	  strengths	  theory	  
and	  strengths-‐based	  leader-‐
ship,	  but	  to	  have	  them	  com-‐
plete	  the	  Strengths	  Finder	  
pro=ile	  prior	  to	  the	  retreat.	  	  
Because	  one	  of	  the	  goals	  of	  
the	  retreat	  was	  to	  begin	  to	  
overhaul	  the	  board	  and	  its	  
work	  to	  bring	  it	  into	  
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strategic	  alignment,	  the	  
results	  of	  the	  individual	  pro-‐
=iles	  would	  allow	  us	  to	  build	  a	  
strengths	  map	  showing	  
which	  board	  members	  had	  
different	  strengths	  in	  the	  four	  
key	  organizational	  domains	  
of	  Execution,	  In?luencing,	  Re-
lationship	  Building,	  and	  Stra-
tegic	  Thinking.

Although	  it	  will	  be	  
some	  time	  before	  all	  these	  
board	  members	  settle	  into	  
their	  sweet	  spots	  in	  terms	  of	  
=it	  with	  the	  organization’s	  
strategic	  agenda,	  one	  of	  the	  
“Aha!”’s	  for	  the	  group	  was	  a	  
whole	  new	  level	  of	  clarity	  re-‐
garding	  the	  upside	  of	  “=it”	  and	  
the	  downside	  of	  “mis-‐=it.”	  	  

More	  speci=ically,	  the	  
board	  saw	  how	  questionable	  
it	  was	  to	  plug	  highly	  diverse	  
and	  variously	  gifted	  board	  
members	  into	  somewhat	  ho-‐
mogenized	  “governance”	  
roles.	  	  Not	  only	  were	  these	  
often	  tasks	  for	  which	  they	  
were	  ill-‐suited	  by	  tempera-‐
ment	  and	  training,	  but	  involv-‐
ing	  them	  in	  these	  tasks	  kept	  
them	  from	  doing	  what	  they	  
were	  best	  at,	  from	  “soaring	  
with	  their	  strengths.”

You	  see,	  when	  we	  soar	  
with	  our	  strengths	  -‐-‐	  when	  
we	  make	  the	  best	  of	  what	  we	  
do	  the	  most	  of	  what	  we	  do	  -‐-‐	  
we	  not	  only	  perform	  better	  
but	  we	  feel	  better	  and	  that	  
energy	  is	  highly	  contagious.	  	  
Recalling	  one	  of	  my	  favorite	  

management	  books	  of	  many	  
years	  ago,	  Zapp!	  The	  Lighten-
ing	  of	  Empowerment,	  it	  
means	  we’re	  more	  likely	  to	  
be	  Zappers!	  than	  Sappers.	  	  
We	  infuse	  the	  board	  and	  the	  
organization	  with	  energy	  
rather	  than	  draining	  energy	  
from	  both	  by	  being	  “mis-‐
=itted.”

Why	  do	  these	  mis-‐
alignments	  occur?	  	  Well,	  the	  
reasons	  are	  numerous,	  but	  
here	  are	  a	  couple	  “usual	  sus-‐
pects”:

Paradigms	  -‐-‐	  Often	  the	  in-‐
volvement	  of	  board	  members	  
is	  determined	  by	  somewhat	  
one-‐dimensional	  paradigms	  
or	  mental	  models	  of	  what	  
boards	  are	  supposed	  to	  be	  
and	  do.	  	  Rather	  than	  under-‐
standing	  that	  strategy	  should	  
dictate	  structure,	  precon-‐
ceived	  or	  outdated	  structures	  
often	  end	  up	  dictating	  func-‐
tions	  and	  processes	  where	  
little	  demonstrable	  value	  is	  
added.

Toxic	  Fog	  -‐-‐	  Thankfully,	  
fewer	  Christian	  organiza-‐
tions	  suffer	  from	  this	  fog	  
nowadays,	  but	  it	  is	  without	  
question	  a	  phenomenon	  that	  
has	  yet	  to	  be	  universally	  van-‐
quished.	  	  Essentially,	  this	  fog	  
that	  periodically	  and	  myste-‐
riously	  envelops	  ministries	  
re=lects	  the	  unstated	  assump-‐
tion	  that	  there	  is	  an	  inverse	  
correlation	  between	  intelli-‐
gence	  and	  spirituality!	  	  

	  

	   Honestly,	  I’ve	  seen	  it	  
more	  times	  than	  I	  could	  re-‐
count.	  	  Hard-‐charging,	  enor-‐
mously	  gifted	  and	  successful	  
business	  people	  and	  other	  
professionals	  “park”	  their	  
formidable	  conceptual	  and	  
analytical	  skills	  upon	  enter-‐
ing	  the	  board	  room	  as	  though	  
somehow	  these	  would	  be	  out	  
of	  place	  in	  a	  spiritual	  envi-‐
ronment!

	   Often	  the	  result	  is	  that	  
really	  talented	  individuals	  
who	  earnestly	  want	  to	  make	  
a	  difference	  in	  a	  great	  cause	  
counter-‐strategically	  accept	  
roles	  where	  they	  will	  be	  	  
marginally	  effective.	  	  The	  
predictable	  outcome	  is	  often	  
an	  energy-‐sapping	  weariness	  
that	  depotentiates	  board	  per-‐
formance	  as	  well	  as	  individ-‐
ual	  performance.	  	  Needless	  to	  
say,	  this	  isn’t	  a	  candidate	  for	  
best	  practices!

So	  if	  the	  =izz	  has	  gone	  
=lat,	  your	  board	  is	  bored	  and	  
board	  meetings	  would	  make	  
funeral	  processions	  look	  ex-‐
citing	  by	  comparison,	  check	  
to	  see	  if	  board	  members	  are	  
really	  working	  in	  their	  areas	  
of	  strengths.	  	  If	  they’re	  not,	  
you’ve	  got	  a	  wonderful	  op-‐
portunity	  to	  redesign,	  rea-‐
lign,	  and	  revitalize	  your	  
board’s	  contribution.

McConkey • Johnston has had 
the privilege of  helping leading 
ministries to become bigger 
and better for nearly four dec-
ades.  How might we help you?
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