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A search of the word “governance” in Google 
will result in 134, 000,000 hits.  The topic can 
be quite complex if one chooses to explore 
the more philosophical and esoteric 
dimensions of the term.  Management, 
however, rarely has the time for this pursuit 
when dealing with the practicalities of its 
organization. We are all familiar with 
“government” that can help explain this term.  
Simply put, governance reflects a structure 
and activities intended to control an 
organization while being accountable to 
persons who are outside of the 
organization’s ongoing operations.  An 
organization is a group of persons united for 
a common purpose that is informally defined 
by some mutual understandings or formally 
defined by documentation that may or may 
not be prescribed by legal articles of 
incorporation.  In turn, corporations exist 
either for profit or non-profit purposes.  Both 
are defined by articles of incorporation that 
describe, among other factors, how the 
corporation is to be controlled or governed. 
This role is usually assigned to a board of 
directors that in turn defines how it will 
govern by elaborating its own by-laws.  

The “for-profit” organizations usually select 
their board of directors and officers on the 
basis of the financial investment brought to 
the table by individual directors.  Non-profit 
organizations select their directors by other 

means who in turn select the board’s officers.  
The for-profit board is accountable to the 
shareholders of the corporation while the 
non-profit board is accountable to a 
supporting association or the public at large. 
Officers of either board assume specific 
responsibilities to foster the effective 
operation of the board and they remain 
accountable to the directors of the board.   

All of the above is predominantly designed to 
provide leadership for the corporation. 

The non-profit sector can operate with 
different kinds of boards of directors. Based 
on the article “Building Effective Approaches 
to Governance” by Mel Gill, some of these can 
be described as follows. 

 Operational Model: The board 
manages, governs and performs the 
work of the organization. 

 Collective Model: The board and staff 
operate as a single team when making 
decisions about governance and the 
work of the organization.  

 Management Model: The board 
manages operations through functional 
committees that may or may not have a 
staff coordinator. 

 Constituent Representational Model: 
An approach used by publicly elected 
officials to balance the interests of their 
constituents with the best interests of 
the organization. 

 Traditional Model: The board governs 
and oversees operations through 
committees established along functional 
lines (finance, human resources, 
programs), but delegates the 
management functions to the executive 
director.  
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 Results-based Model: The executive 
director is a non-voting member of the 
board who carries substantial influence 
over policy making, and is viewed as a 
full partner with the board.  

 Policy Governance Model: The board 
governs through policies that establish 
organizational goals, governance 
approaches, and management 
limitations. The executive director has 
broad freedom to determine the means 
that will used to achieve organizational 
aims. 

 Advisory Board Model: A board 
selected and dominated by the 
executive director to provide legitimacy 
to the organization but governs only in a 
nominal sense.  

Most boards employ "hybrid" practices, a 
mixture of models that uniquely suits their 
organizations. 

When determining how it will function as it 
drafts its own by-laws in the context of the 
corporation’s vision, a board should be 
addressing its own methods of operation, the 
selection of its members, defining clear roles 
and responsibilities with its senior 
management, securing and controlling its 
resources, setting and monitoring 
performance benchmarks and answering to 
its constituents.  

In the two (2) articles that will follow,  we 
will look at some effective means of 
addressing these governance functions with 
a glance at some common pitfalls and we will 
examine issues related to board director’s 
liability with another glance at the matter of 
conflict of interest.  

    

 
 


