
You Asked  Us......
...about competency-based boards



This issue features a panel discussion on competency-based 
boards. Our panelists this issue are Rose Mercier, Richard 
Stringham, and Jeffery Schau.  The panel is moderated by Eric 
Phinney. All are consultants with The Governance Coach™.

You Asked Us

Jeffery Schau
Consultant

Rose Mercier
Senior Consultant

Richard Stringham
Senior Consultant

Eric Phinney
Consultant



YOU ASKED US  No. 003 | Oct. 2021

The Question
“I’ve been hearing a lot about competency-
based boards, particularly from boards 
funded by government bodies that are 
asking them to develop competency 
profiles for board members and to use 
when recruiting new members. If a board is 
faced with this requirement from a funding 
body, how should it get started?” 

Rose: It depends what you mean by 
competency. I recently read a sug-
gestion that board members should 
possess as many of the skills necessary 
for optimal board functioning as 
possible including financial, govern-
ance, legal, marketing, digital, human 
resources, fundraising, sponsorship, 
and international or external relation-
ships. These “competencies” seem 
more related to managing the 
organization than governing it. These 
seem more like areas of operational 
expertise. I think it is more important 

that board members’ competencies 
relate to the job of governing.

A job competency profile is defined as 
a set of predefined “key” competencies 
required to perform successfully in a 
specific role. If you think about being a 
director on a board as a job, you could 
start to build a profile by looking at the 
competencies a board needs to set 
organizational direction and ensure 
protection of organizational assets, 
engage with the organization’s owners, 
and systematically and rigorously 
assess organizational performance.

It seems to me that being an effective 
board requires directors who are 
competent in different types of 
thinking, including strategic thinking, 
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analytical thinking, systems thinking, 
committing to action, and generating 
creative ideas.

Also, boards need to be able to work 
together effectively. They need inter-
personal competencies – respect for 
others, being team players, persua-
siveness, consensus building, resolving 
conflict, and empathy.

Leadership competencies should 
also figure prominently in a board 
profile. I would include strategic 
orientation, developing vision, 
planning the future, promoting a 
healthy organization culture, and 
integrity.

I think if a board used these three 
areas of competency, it would be a 
sound starting point for a board 
competency profile. 
Jeffery: Regardless of where the 
directive is coming from, developing 
competency profiles is something all 
boards should do. They help refine the 
candidate pool while reinforcing the role 
of board members. As for how to start, I 
believe Rose captured it well - gain 
clarity on the essential competencies.

A potential challenge boards may 
face while developing profiles is 
keeping the main thing, the main thing. 
Clearly, being a skilled thinker, a team 
player, and visionary leader are great 
assets for a board member. However, 
boards need to create and monitor 
policies dealing with legal, financial, 
and human resource matters and 
having board members with expertise 
in these areas would be of benefit. But 

these are competencies a board can 
learn about and/or tap into external 
expertise for assistance as needed. 
Plus, picking board members based on 
legal, financial or human resource 
expertise runs the risk of a board 
defaulting to those individuals as the 
experts and shutting down creative 
thinking and teamwork. So, if these are 
included in a competency profile, it 
needs to be clear which competencies 
are primary, and which ones are 
potentially beneficial.
Richard: Yes. There is a risk that in a 
group of people with different types of 
expertise (e.g., legal, financial, human 
resource) decisions default to the 
person with the relevant expertise. We 
see this in boards where other mem-
bers wait for the board member 
accountant to give her nod of approval 
for financial decisions before the rest   
of the board votes. Instead, each board 
member should make an informed 
decision. In other words, they should 
ask questions as needed and vote only 
when they understand the options 
well enough to intelligently defend 
their decision.
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Eric:  
How can a board explain 
to others less familiar with 
Policy Governance® the type 
of competencies required by 
board members and why it 
doesn’t include marketing, 
financial management, com-
munication, and so on?

Jeffery: To answer this question it’s 
helpful to understand the difference 
between a working board and a gov-
erning board. A working board engages 
in both operational and governing 
matters. It’s something you often see in 
a small organization where there is a 
limited pool of individuals to do the 
work. Thus, board members are directly 
responsible for operating the org-
anization. A similar scenario exists in 
larger organizations when the board 
takes on an advisory role. Rather than 
delegating all operational matters, the 
board maintains a role in operational 
decisions. In both of these scenarios, 
board members are recruited to fill two 
roles at once – governing and oper-
ational. Thus, the required compe-
tencies will need to reflect the 
complexity of the role.
Richard: I want to build on Jeffery’s 
point about the board in traditional 
governance being in an advisory role to 
management. For a few different rea-

sons (subject for another discussion), a 
board using Policy Governance should 
not take on the role of advising the CEO. 
Doing so creates confusion as to what is 
a command and what is not. The board 
should be the CEO’s commander!
Jeffery: Absolutely correct, Richard. 
The focus of a Policy Governance board 
should be that of governing – setting 

direction, setting standards of be-
havior, and ensuring accountability. 
This is best achieved when the board 
delegates operational matters to a CEO 
or equivalent. The CEO is charged with 
building a team with the competencies 
to handle the day-to-day operations 
while the board focuses on governance.
Rose: That brings this discussion full 
circle. Setting out the competencies for 
a Policy Governance board is possibly 
the best way to illustrate the difference 
from a more traditional policy board 
that often drifts into operations.
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identifying ideal candidates, the matrix 
can also be used to guide the board’s 
recruitment process. If the board 
recruits through the media, it needs to 
keep the purpose of the role as well as 
the deal breakers front and center. This 
helps capture the attention of pro-
spective candidates who would be a 
good fit while deterring those who 
would not be.
Richard:   With the matrix in place, rate 
each candidate for each competency 
on a scale of 0-5. This can be done by a 
nominating committee or by the board 
as a whole. Use those ratings to identify 
the candidates who best fit your needs. 

Once you have identified the best 
candidates, use the work you did in the 
matrix to approach them. People are 

Richard: That’s an important ques-
tion. Unfortunately, too often I see 
boards that have competency profiles 
in their policies and then ignore those 
profiles when in the process of recruit-
ing board members. If the board does 
not apply the profile when recruiting, 
why have it?

Here is a simple process for using the 
competency profile. Create a matrix 
with desired competencies listed down 
the left-hand side and the names of 
potential candidates along the top. You 
might also choose to determine deal-
breakers among the competencies. For 
example, if you included being sup-
portive of your organization’s mission, 
you might consider that a “must-have.” 
Not having sufficient time to devote to 
the board’s work might also be a deal 
breaker.

On the other hand, knowledge of 
Policy Governance might not be a 
require-ment, as you can provide 
training for those who are new to the 
system. In my experience, training for 
knowledge and skills is much easier 
than altering attitudes.
Jeffery: I totally agree, Richard. 
Knowing what the deal breakers are 
and how to assess them will definitely 
serve a board well. In addition to 

Eric:  
After we finish developing a competency profile, how do we use it 

effectively and keep it current?
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position. Helping them figure this out 
before they apply and attend interviews 
is a win-win for all involved. 
Richard: It’s important to keep the 
profile current. You can do this by 
embedding the competencies in your 
Governance Process policies. We often 
assist boards to develop a board 
succession policy. Having it in your 
policies should obligate the board to 
regularly review the policy and ensure 
it remains current.
Rose:   It’s also useful for a board to 
plan for the possibility of having more 
candidates than available positions. 
Although this is a nice problem to have, 
you want to avoid scrambling at the  
last minute to figure out how to decide 
among candidates. Even if a board 
stops recruiting when it reaches the 
exact number of persons as open 
positions, it can be valuable to include 
an interview stage as part of the 
selection. An interview is an oppor-
tunity for both the board or nominat-
ing committee and the potential board 
member to see if it’s a good match. It 
allows the potential board member to 
ask questions and get a feel for how the 

far more receptive when approached 
with a list of competencies that the 
board needs and specific observations 
regarding how the would-be recruit 
aligns with those competencies. Give 
illustrations of where you have seen or 
heard of those competencies being 
applied. For example: “We’re looking 
for people who can bring strategic 
foresight. Your contributions to the 
round table discussions regarding the 
future of our profession demonstrated 
to the members of the nominating 
committee that you can think about the 
future that we want to create.”

Jeffery: Approaching prospective 
board members without this type of 
preparation can turn into the re-
cruitment pitches I have heard boards 
use that sound something like this, “We 
meet once a month for 2 hours and 
everyone gets along well.” Unfortun-
ately, not only will that approach not 
attract the right can-didates, it can 
deter them. People want to know their 
time and effort will be well spent, 
especially if the role is a volunteer 

“Most boards would fire 
their CEOs for filling staff 
positions as haphazardly 
as the board recruits 
for board positions. . . . 
Commonly, boards have 
little regard for matching 
candidates’ abilities to job 
requirements.”  

John Carver



The Best Fit Board Builder™ & 
Best Fit Board Member Matrix™
•	 Find the candidates that are right for your board.
•	 A list of characteristics to consider when recruiting and 

selecting board members.
•	 A simple method for your board to compare candidates based 

on your custom criteria:  includes a question bank.

Order yours today at:
https://governance-coach.myshopify.com/collections/more-policy-governance-tools

board operates and vice versa. If this sounds like a dating app, it’s probably not a 
bad analogy - the real test of compatibility is easier to assess in a face-to-face 
situation. We have a great tool - the Best Fit Board Builder™ - that provides a bank 
of questions to help the nomination committee assess characteristics such as 
passion for the organization’s mission, systems perspective, critical thinking,       
and ability to function as an effective member of the board team, which are not 
commonly found in interview tools. It can be customized to fit your needs.
Jeffery: Be clear about the competencies you need on your board, and help 
potential board members to determine if they would be a good fit before they  
apply and attend interviews. This creates a win-win for all involved.

“I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for the the 
Best Fit Board Matrix™. The information was very useful in 
helping us select a knowledgeable trustee candidate”  

~ Board Chair

https://governance-coach.myshopify.com/collections/policy-governance-books


An Introduction to Policy Governance® 
Virtual Course...For Individuals 
For new board members, prospective board members, board staff, 
and anyone interested in exploring the Policy Governance model.
You will gain a clear understanding of the principles of John 
Carver’s Policy Governance® model including:

•	 Elements of effective governance
•	 The value of a system of governance
•	 Where the board fits
•	 Accountability through clear delegation
•	 Ends policies - what’s your organization for?
•	 Executive Limitations policies
•	 Monitoring for accountability
•	 The board’s own processes
•	 Fiduciary responsibility and Policy Governance

The e-course is delivered in 10 modules which can be completed 
on your own, with two live group sessions facilitated on Zoom by 
a Policy Governance consultant. A Certificate of Completion is 
available at the end of the course.

Multiple Start Dates
Start your five-week e-course at your convenience!
2021

•	 Course Orientation October 27 with live sessions November 
10 and December 1

2022
•	 Course Orientation January 12 with live sessions January 26 

and February 16

Attendance is limited.

Click here to register now for your preferred dates!

https://governance-coach.myshopify.com/collections/virtual-workshops-for-individuals/products/an-introduction-to-policy-governance-for-individuals
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Questions? More Information?  
  email: info@governancecoach.com

or call 403.720.6282




