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Ben started by asking the group what they thought the basic functions of a board of directors are: 

 

 Legal and fiduciary responsibility  

 Running daily operations (more at the beginning of a nonprofit’s formation) 

 Identifying talent for the organization 

 Raising money 

 Co-creating strategy for the organization 

 Help building the Board of Directors (BOD) 

 

Structure of the Partners in Health BOD: 

 

 PIH has 53 trustees that meet twice a year. 

 Every serving board member is responsible for getting involved with one engagement 

project.  

 Ben works with each trustee on an individual engagement plan. The trustee decides 

which part of PIH most excites them in what aspect of PIH they’d like to carry out their 

engagement project.  

 Each trustee is asked to commit to give financially as well. The gift can range anywhere 

to $500 to $5,000,000 annually.  

 PIH is intentional about choosing each trustee for the board based on their area of 

expertise.  

 

PIH has a governance group as well as a trustee group. Both have meetings but operate 

differently. Governance group meetings typically include a lot of report backs from committees. 

Trustee meetings usually include a group dinner the night before and a speaker that discusses a 

topic relevant to what the board will discuss in their own meeting. Then, the following day the 

group holds a three to four hour board meeting. 

 

Ben noted that when planning your board, you first have to decide how involved you want the 

board to be. You can have a BOD that acts almost as staff and is very involved in the day-to-day 

operations of the organization. On the other end of the spectrum, you can have a BOD that is just 

there to say yes or no to the budget and provide financially.  

 

He mentioned the person you choose to be the Chair of the of the BOD should be someone who 

will challenge the board to come up with expectations and roles.  

 

Ben revealed that a lot of the time he spends with PIH’s trustees is actually social, rather than 

work. He said it is important to get to know each other, so you can learn how to interact with 

each other and build a strong relationship.  

 



Ben then asked the group of attendees how much time their nonprofits have to spend on BOD 

related activities. Most said they only focused on their BOD when they had to, or right before a 

board meeting.  

 

Ben gave tips on easy ways to interact with your board that are less intense/time consuming but 

keep building the relationship. He suggested sharing relevant articles in a short personalized 

email to individual board members that would be interested in them.  

 

Concerning the BOD onboarding process, Ben shared the contents of the orientation packet that 

PIH gives to new trustees. PIH’s is very dense but covers a lot of information including a:  

 Short bio of every trustee 

 1 page descriptions of each group PIH works with 

 PIH values document 

 Directions and other logistical information 

 Suggested reading list 

 

Monthly phone meetings were one suggestion for engaging with your BOD more than twice a 

year in person and postponing important decisions. Tips and ideas on making the most of these 

meetings:  

o Manage the time to keep them to 1 hour 

o Try Google Hangouts (requires callers to be engaged) 

o Send out updates notes that BOD members are expected to read before the 

meeting so you don’t have to waste time going over updates on the call  

o To encourage them to read, ask everyone to tell the group one thing that excited 

them most in the updates 

 

Lastly, for making sure you have an active, engaged board year after year Ben recommended 

setting term limits and even revisiting membership on the board every year.  

 

Mention of the McKinsey & Company survey on improving board results: 

http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/strategy/improving_board_governance_mckinsey_global_sur

vey_results 
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