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Using a mix of multiple-choice and open-ended questions, the survey reviewed governance best practices
broadly, with special emphasis on those areas that are usually problematic for NGOs!
• The questions distinguished between issues affecting trustees, chairs and CEOs
• The survey separated interpersonal from procedural issues

!

In a reverse of the pattern usually seen in the private sector, boards scored well on interpersonal issues, but
poorly on procedural best practices!
• Repeatedly, respondents asked for an online repository of governance information, with policies, rules and
templates (an “NZ Navigator for governance”
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Furthermore, many boards are clearly operating in isolation, with a strong wish for peer exchange!
• Trustees are isolated from the circuit of knowledge and discussion available through, e.g., the Institute of Directors
• “How do other NGOs do things?” was a common refrain
• Setting up regional networks for exchange among trustees and chairs was a common suggestion
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All organisations participating in the NGO Health and Disability Network’s 2014 governance workshops were
surveyed!
• A link was sent by the NGO Health and Disability Network to the network’s contact person at each NGO,
with a request to distribute it to other trustees (board members)
• 159 individual responses were received
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Executive summary

!

Finally, trustees are conscious that they lack business knowledge!
• Many feel uncomfortable about reading financials, with wish for clear templates and better understanding
• And many have difficulty at strategic level, especially in planning in an environment of uncertainty and in assessing
and monitoring the value their strategies create
2
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Overall output along five dimensions!
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Findings and themes!
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Governance survey drilled down into most common
areas of trouble for NGOs to isolate specific issues
Trustees
(Board)

Selection
On-boarding, offramping
Collegiality &
effectiveness

CEO

Organisation

Succession planning
Preparation for
commitment and
understanding of roles

Competence,
effectiveness and
sharing the load

Goal-setting and
performance review
Management versus
governance and
balance of power

Understanding and
contributing

Detail versus

Meeting preparation generalities; timeliness

Decision-making

Avoiding groupthink;
deciding together

Follow-through

Measuring successful
implementation

Trustworthiness and competence
in assisting decisions

Implementing reliably
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Governance
information
repository

• “We need to know what best-practice governance actually is!”
• “It would be great if we could access best-practice material (policies, procedures) in
one place online”
• “Let’s have an NZ Navigator for governance so we don’t have to hunt it all down”
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Peer
exchange
& mentoring

• “How do other NGOs do it all? I have no idea”
• “It would be great if our Chair could meet with his counterpart in another
organisation so they could bounce ideas off each other and get tips and tricks”
• “A board member networking scheme across the region would be really helpful”
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Strategic
capability

4

Basic
business skills

• “We need to be more financially literate”
• “It would be great to have a template for clear, simple monthly finance statements”
• “What kinds of questions should I be asking of the CEO and staff?”

Structural and
procedural!
5 practices
best

• Many: “We need to understand succession planning - we would be totally at sea if
our CEO or key staff had a medical emergency or dropped out”
• “We need to be much better at meeting preparation, planning and minute-taking”
• “Where can I find employment best practices on a low budget?”

Note: Interpersonal themes subsumed into the five categories above
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• Amost all: “How do we plan for the future in an atmosphere of such uncertainty?”
• “How do we link short and long-term strategy?”
• “How do we assess the value we provide?”
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Five broad needs emerged
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The approximate number of our full-time staff is…

The size of our board of trustees is…

Small NGOs

Medium
boards
23

24

22

27
142

144
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108
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Most of those surveyed were from smaller
NGOs with an optimal board size of 5-8 trustees

69

13
1 to 5

Half of all
NGOs had
≤ 5 full-time
staff 1

6 to 10

11 to 25

26+

Total

1 to 4

5 to 9

9+

Total

~7 trustees
usually
considered
optimum

1) “Zero staff” not provided as an option. Future surveys should correct this
Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)
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Workshop 1: Survey Output

We need to understand best-practice fundraising
It would help if we knew more about the Government’s long-term
plans, and those of the DHBs

Renewal and rejuvenation!
We need clear guidelines, roles and tasks for trustees
Accountability for trustees! Accountability! Accountability!
I wish I could select, rather than elect
How do we get low-performing trustees to leave?

Online resources!
I would love to access professionally-written resource material
(guidelines for exit interviews, induction packages,
remuneration)
It would be great if I could see relevant law changes in one
place
We need a one-stop online resource

!

Workshops!
Workshops like the one I’m about to attend is the best resource I
can imagine
Training workshops also allow us to strengthen our relationships
as trustees

!

Peer exchange!
How do other NGOs do it? I have no overview
I’d like to meet with other organisations’ trustees and key staff

Setting and monitoring strategic metrics!
It is difficult to know whether the organisation is actually making
progress towards our goals or just marking time

!

Setting a strategy!
Trustees need to set clearer strategic goals
Out strategic direction was initially strong, but it has broken
down over time
We need to set aside time for “where are we at,” rather than just
going through the agenda
We don’t have a clear link between our short- and long-term
strategy

|

Finances are a universal problem - not managing them, but
raising them!
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Governance expectations!
We need to know what best-practice governance actually is!
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Business capabilities

Governance capabilities

!

Understanding the process of setting a strategy!
How do we go about setting goals?
We are totally divided over our strategic direction, and neither
side will listen to the other

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February 2014 (n for workshop 1 = 38)
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Workshop 2: Survey Output
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Workshop 3: Survey Output
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Workshop 4: Survey Output

Workshop 5: Survey Output
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Peer exchange!
I’d like a board member networking scheme
How do other organisations do it? I’d like to know.

!

In-person support!
It would be good to have someone to come in and explain
governance on an ongoing, intermittent basis
Workshops such as this one and Board Works are usually very
helpful

Human factors
Regarding trustees!
We’re bogged down too often - we just need to get on with it
We need a balance of experienced trustees and new blood
We need to be able to appoint some trustees, not just take
everyone who’s elected
We need to spend more time face to face as a board
Relating to the Chair and CEO!
We need to be better at managing the governance /
management interface
How do we align the CEO with the board?
The Chair glosses over the fact that we don’t get enough
information from the Finance department - how do we fix this?

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)
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We need simple monthly finance statements!
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Information and a ‘resource repository’!
General information on what governance is
A full understanding of what the rules of governance are and
what our duties and liabilities are
What are my responsibilities as a trustee?

General business skills

Dr. Nicola Rowe

Governance capabilities
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Findings and themes!
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Interpersonal
effectiveness

Procedures

Procedures

Interpersonal
effectiveness

Do we work
effectively
together as
trustees?

Does our chair
exercise soft
skills well, and
effectively
execute his or
her role well?

Do we have
the right
policies in
place for
working with
our CEO?

Is the
relationship
between us
and our CEO
maximally
effective?

Procedures

Are we
applying
governance
best
practices?

CEO

|

Chair

Dr. Nicola Rowe

Board of Trustees
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Survey looked at best practices for procedures and
interpersonal effectiveness across three dimensions
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Little variation between groups, especially on board-related
Best practices relating to chairing
best practices

Interpersonal
effectiveness

WS 2

Best practices relating to the CEO
Best practices relating to the board
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WS 3
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WS 1

www.strategynut.com | nicola@nicolarowe.com

Procedures

WS 4

WS 5
Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)

Surprisingly, greatest issues surround
procedures for dealing with the CEO
www.strategynut.com | nicola@nicolarowe.com

Proportion of survey participants agreeing that
best-practice statements apply to their NGO
100%
75%

33%

50%
25%

47%

25%
23%

44%

45%

50%

-20%

-19%

-20%

-5%

-3%

-4%

34%

42%

-30%

-7%
-4%

0%
-25%
-50%
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-13%
Procedures relating to the
CEO (esp. succession planning) were
surprisingly problematic

Good news! This is a
much bigger problem in the private
-75%
sector
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32%

-100%

Procedures

Interpersonal
effectiveness

Board of Trustees

Chairing
skills

Chair

Procedures

Interpersonal
effectiveness

CEO
Tend to agree
Tend to disagree

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)

Strongly agree
Strongly disagree
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Board: Procedures
-26%

I received an induction and !
orientation that prepared me for my role
I receive meeting papers far enough!
in advance to prepare for meetings
I receive meeting papers in a !
compact, readable format that provides a good !
overview of the issues we will discuss

-38%

-20%

-35%

50%

46%

6%

-5%

45%

29%

-2%

45%

33%

35%

-8%

19%

-25%

21%

4%
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-52%

47%

41%

-8%-2%

-21%

I am clear about the legal rights, !
duties and liabilities that I have as a trustee

We conduct exit interviews with departing trustees

17%

-7%

I am confident that I could !
explain our charity's finances to a new trustee

19%

43%

-6% -4%

-40%

We review our effectiveness !
as a board at least once a year

34%

-11%

Absolutely critical to
ensuring strategy is effective and
on track

Before we take a decision, we decide !
how we will measure whether it turned out well

50%

-5%
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When I came on board, it was made realistically clear !
to me how much time I would need to commit

The organisation's goals are !
clear and, as far as possible, quantified

Important in order to keep
improving effectiveness

-11%-1%

I believe that the organisation's !
plans for reaching its goals are realistic

-10%-1%

Great scores
around mission &
contribution

I know exactly how what I do as a trustee !
contributes to the organisation's success
We have a written document !
that formally describes our roles as trustees

-56.25%

-37.5%

-18.75%

66%

46%

-6%

I understand exactly how the !
organisation plans to achieve its goals

-75%

33%

-1%

48%

55%

32%

59%

31%

54%

-13%

7%

0%

32%

47%

13%

18.75%
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I understand the organisation's goals

37.5%

Strongly disagree
Tend to agree

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)

34%

56.25%

75%

Tend to disagree
Strongly agree
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Board: Interpersonal effectiveness

-10%-1%

We reserve adequate time for discussion!
of the organisation's future, rather !
than getting bogged down in operative matters

-23%

When I or my fellow trustees !
feel uncomfortable about a decision, !
we are confident about speaking up

-4%

51%

47%

26%

45%

47%

|

-8%

37%
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Each trustee understands that he or she !
represents all stakeholders, !
not just a particular interest group

Fantastic results
all around!

-30%

My fellow trustees generally pull their weight

-75%

-37.5%

-18.75%

12%

49%

-16%

-56.25%

55%

-3%

0%

18.75%

Dr. Nicola Rowe

We rarely re-visit past decisions

35%

37.5%

56.25%

Strongly disagree
Tend to agree

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)

75%

Tend to disagree
Strongly agree
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-11%-1%

38%

51%

Our chair really knows how to run a meeting

-12% -3%

38%

46%

Non-performing trustees are
dealt with effectively, formally or informally

-75%

-31%

-56.25%

-37.5%

NZ law makes it almost
impossible to fire a non-performing
trustee – chairperson’s soft skills are
critical

-18.75%

-5%

0%

53%

18.75%

12%

37.5%

56.25%

Strongly disagree
Tend to agree

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)

75%
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Our chair has a good handle on carrying out
the role of the chairperson (versus being an ordinary
trustee or running the organisation)
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Chairing: Skills

Tend to disagree
Strongly agree
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Very high risk scores
Small NGOs are highly vulnerable
to sudden loss of key staff
(earthquake!)

We have a formal succession plan in place for our CEO

-43%

We have a formal succession plan !
in place for key staff other than our CEO
We have discussed how the charity would manage!
if we lost our CEO or other key staff suddenly !
(e.g., because of a health emergency)

25%

-24%

-47%

-42%

-26%

37%

36%

-19%

-10%

We have an annual performance review process for our CEO

-24%

-8%

-14%

The trustees, the CEO and staff all agree about !
which activities are "governance activities" (for the trustees) !
versus "management activities" (for the CEO and staff)

-24%

-56.25%

-37.5%

-18.75%

Tend to disagree

11%

-8%

We revise our CEO's performance targets on a regular (e.g., annual) basis

When we evaluate our CEO's performance, !
we go back to the goals we set previously !
and evaluate how he or she has performed against them

4%

26%

-21%

-11%

-6%

0%

Strongly disagree

17%

8%

29%

-21%

We set clear goals for our CEO

-75%

59%

-4%
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-19%

28%

35%

29%
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I have a good feeling for whether we are !
a well-functioning board compared to other charities
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CEO: Procedures

39%

36%

39%

49%

18.75%

20%

37.5%

Tend to agree

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)

56.25%

75%

Strongly agree
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CEO: Interpersonal effectiveness

-14%

I am confident that the CEO is candid with me

-6%

-6%

-7%

The CEO and other staff who present !
at board meetings can usually answer !
most of my questions satisfactorily

-6%-3%

When I request information from the CEO or staff, !
I rarely have to ask twice

-10% -4%

Fantastic results that
indicate very healthy
organisations

When we take a decision, I feel confident that !
it will be implemented by the organisation

-75%

-7%
-1%

-56.25%

-37.5%

-18.75%

0%

48%

29%

42%

38%

46%

41%

47%

44%

39%

47%

43%

18.75%
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-6%

|

The CEO proactively raises !
problems with the trustees ahead of time

-17%

Dr. Nicola Rowe

There is an adequate balance of power between the CEO, !
the chair, the other trustees and the organisation

Chair-CEO relations
were frequently described
as problematic, with
respondents looking for
guidance

49%

37.5%

Tend to disagree
Tend to agree

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)

56.25%

75%

Strongly disagree
Strongly agree
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Findings and themes!
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Four-stage survey process ensured confidentiality
NR analyses
results

Confidentiality:
results for individual
NGOs not reported
back to NGO network
or to workshop
leaders

X
X
X
X
Survey link emailed to
contact trustee of
NGO network NGOs,
with request to
distribute to fellow
trustees
Responsible: NGO Network

Trustees fill out 20min survey online

Responsible: Trustees

NR provides tailored,
anonymised identification of issues for
each workshop

NR uses results
anonymously at
aggregate level for
academic research /
lectures

Responsible: Nicola Rowe (NR)
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Findings and themes!
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Questions were designed to survey broadly,
while drilling down on hypothesised hot spots

Source: Survey of NGO Health & Disability Network representatives attending governance workshops, February-March 2014 (n = 159 respondents)
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Survey questions (I)
The following questions used a four-point Likert scale (strongly agree, tend to agree, tend to disagree, strongly disagree)

4. I receive meeting papers far enough in advance to prepare for meetings
5. I receive meeting papers in a compact, readable format that provides a good overview of the issues we will discuss
6. I would describe the level of detail in the meeting papers I receive as (too detailed, not detailed enough, just right)
7. Before we take a decision, we decide how we will measure whether it turned out well
8. I am confident that I could explain our charity's finances to a new trustee
9. I am clear about the legal rights, duties and liabilities that I have as a trustee
10.We reserve adequate time for discussion of the organisation's future, rather than getting bogged down in operative matters
11.When I or my fellow trustees feel uncomfortable about a decision, we are confident about speaking up
12.We rarely re-visit past decisions
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3. Each trustee understands that he or she represents all stakeholders, not just a particular interest group

Dr. Nicola Rowe

2. I received an induction and orientation that prepared me for my role
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1. When I came on board, it was made realistically clear to me how much time I would need to commit

13.My fellow trustees generally pull their weight
14.We review our eﬀectiveness as a board at least once a year
15.Our chair has a good handle on carrying out the role of the chairperson (versus being an ordinary trustee or running the organisation)

25

Survey questions (II)
16. Our chair really knows how to run a meeting

20. We have a formal succession plan in place for our CEO
21. We have a formal succession plan in place for key staﬀ other than our CEO
22. We have discussed how the charity would manage if we lost our CEO or other key staﬀ suddenly (e.g., because of a health emergency)
23. We set clear goals for our CEO
24. We revise our CEO's performance targets on a regular (e.g., annual) basis
25. We have an annual performance review process for our CEO
26. When we evaluate our CEO's performance, we go back to the goals we set previously and evaluate how he or she has performed against
them
27. The trustees, the CEO and staﬀ all agree about which activities are "governance activities" (for the trustees) versus "management

|

19. We conduct exit interviews with departing trustees
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18. I have a good feeling for whether we are a well-functioning board compared to other charities
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17. Non-performing trustees are dealt with eﬀectively, formally or informally

activities" (for the CEO and staﬀ)
28. There is an adequate balance of power between the CEO, the chair, the other trustees and the organisation
29. The CEO proactively raises problems with the trustees ahead of time
30. I am confident that the CEO is candid with me
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Survey questions (III)
31.The CEO and other staﬀ who present at board meetings can usually answer most of my questions satisfactorily

35.The organisation's goals are clear and, as far as possible, quantified
36.I understand exactly how the organisation plans to achieve its goals
37.I believe that the organisation's plans for reaching its goals are realistic
38.I know exactly how what I do as a trustee contributes to the organisation's success
39.We have a written document that formally describes our roles as trustees
The following three questions sought an open-ended response
40.What sorts of things challenge you and your fellow trustees most as a board?
41.What kind of resources, information, peer exchange or support would be useful to you as board members?
42.If you had three wishes to turbocharge your board of trustees, what would they be?
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34.I understand the organisation's goals
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33.When we take a decision, I feel confident that it will be implemented by the organisation
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32.When I request information from the CEO or staﬀ, I rarely have to ask twice

The following three questions sought data for statistical purposes
43.The name of my organisation is
44.The size of our board of trustees is
45.The approximate number of full-time staﬀ employed at my organisation is
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