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Nonprofits need to not only recruit great board members, but they need to work on setting them 
up for success, by inspiring, motivating, actively manage their board.   
 
Fundraising is everyone’s responsibility and opportunity. It’s not just the staff’s; this expectation 
should be made clear to the board from the initial exploratory conversations.   
 
One of the most important ways is to set clear expectations from the beginning with a detailed 
board contract. A very comprehensive template can be found here: 
www.pursuant.com/boardcontract 
 
Five traits of great board members: 
Great board members: 

1. Hold the organization and themselves accountable to the vision, mission and programs 
that the program is committed to 

2. Are super passionate about the mission of the organization 
3. Don’t just give by themselves, they open doors to donors 
4. Focus on the mission and focuses on the big picture— they can help the management 

team see the forest for the trees 
5. Ask the hard questions 
 
BONUS:  Great board members are often: organized, self-motivated, outgoing and goal 
driven. They love connecting people and building, maintaining and sustaining relationships 
over time. They have a natural passion and affinity for the mission of the organization.  

 
Every single board member on your BOD need to be contributing and giving a gift that is 

significant to them – as generous as they can possibly give. 
 
 
How nonprofits can engage their board members: 
 

1. Cultivate and treat your board members as you would cultivate a major donor. 
Think about your donors, and then do the same for your board members:  
• Learn everything about them: What they’re passionate about, what their interests are, 

why they give, what their view on philanthropy is, what aspects of your program 
matter most to them. Court your board members. Ask them questions to get to know 
their motivations and do a better job of stewarding them: What is the best gift they 
ever gave and why? What do they love about what they get to do every day? What are 
their top philanthropic priorities?   



• Help board members understand that they are making a meaningful and significant 
difference, and that their contribution/gift is not just a tiny drop in a bucket, and has 
an actual impact. 

• Donors want to feel appreciated and be thanked for their gift with enthusiasm, 
excitement and with sincerity, and so do board members. 

• Our donors want to feel like we’re in the know as if they’re part of our inner circle. 
Our board members are part of our inner circle. It is important to make sure that they 
that they feel that way.  

• Our donors (and board members) want access to leadership such as access to the CEO 
/ Founder.  

• If a board member makes a restricted gift, the development team needs to confirm 
that their gift is going to be used as it was intended to be used.  

 
2. Getting the board member up close to the mission:  

• Organize activities to allow them to see your cause up close and personal. This lets 
them witness the power of the work that you’re doing.  

• If your board member feels connected and inspired, they’re not only going to want to 
have an impact, they’re going to want to recruit others.  

• Ignite a fire in their belly for your cause.  
 

3. Give your board members manageable, satisfying work: 
• Provide goals that feel doable, but not necessarily stuffing envelopes.  
• When giving them fundraising prospects to manage, give them no more than three 

people. Once they check those off of the list, you can add more.  
• Help them feel like they’re active contributors— by making them feel what they’re 

doing matters and they’re moving the needle— as if they’re going somewhere, and 
they’re making real change happen.  

 
“Ask me for money, and I’ll give you advice. Ask me advice and I’ll give you money.” 

 
4. Build their confidence by asking them to call and thank big donors:  

• Organize a Thank-a-thon, or even take five minutes at your next board meeting to 
have board members call major donors.  

• Give them a script, bio for the donor, donor’s giving history, and their phone number.  
• Take Opportunity to make a board member feel like they are part of fundraising. 

When they do get the folks on the phone the people on the other end of the line are 
absolutely thrilled and feel appreciated. A great way to introduce board members who 
are “allergic to fundraising.”  

• Not only will your board member love it and feel enthusiastic, but your donors will 
love it too. 

• Having board members call and thank big donors helps get them comfortable with 
basic fundraising language, builds their confidence, and helps increase donor 
retention (studies show by 25%) (*Penelope Burk – “Donor Centered Fundraising) 

 



5. Think about how you are inviting your board members to fundraise.  Then consider 
reframing how you’re presenting fundraising to them: 
• Did you make it clear in the board recruitment process? Did you discuss it in the 

contract? Did you discuss this in the orientation?  
• The reality is that the fundraising is the “f” word for many board members. They can 

feel as if they’re hitting people up and taking advantage of their friends, almost like 
they’re begging — they also don’t want to be rejected.  

• The goal is to address their fears directly and make fundraising feel safe. The best 
way to do so is to talk about “creating a culture of philanthropy,” which is a way to 
help them feel comfortable with the concept. 

 
“Fundraising is the ‘f’ word for many board members. But there is no such thing as an “allergy 

to fundraising.” 
 

The right way to frame what fundraising is about to your board: 
• Make it seem fun and enjoyable.   
• Help them understand it’s about sharing their passion and enthusiasm with their circle. 
• There is plenty out there to be given if people are asked (the ALS ice bucket challenge is 

the perfect example). 
• Giving is a joyous opportunity for donors. 
• Being asked makes donors feel important. Everyone likes to be asked. 
• If donors take a meeting with you, they’re already very likely to give a gift. 

 
The wrong way: 
• Present a dollar goal to your board member. Especially if this is an emergency request or 

you’re practicing “emergency fundraising” i.e. “if you don’t get us this money we’ll have 
to close our doors.” 

• Don’t’ convince board members. Help them realize that they already care.  
 

6. No more “bored” meetings: 
• Throw away Robert’s Rules of Order (painful, detailed). Sometimes one needs to 

throw out the agenda entirely.  
• Have a client or staff give a testimonial— a personal story from the field from a staff 

member, a video from the field or a letter from a parent. 
• Give the agenda a tangible theme, goal, outcomes.  
• Split into groups to brainstorm and present. It’s great if you can have board members 

talking and sharing so that it’s more about interacting, than just reporting. This helps 
keep the energy up. 

• When doing conference calls, you should use Google Hangout, Webinar or something 
so that you can see each other. Show a video. Show a photo. Try to do some visual 
storytelling. Have people join with webcams so they can see one another. Infuse the 
mission up close and personal as much as you can.  

• Start with a fun icebreaker. We work better together when we aren’t strangers. 
Especially with larger boards, you have people who don’t know each other well. You 
want to make other board members wish they had attended if they weren’t there. The 



most effective and meaningful ice breakers are when people share something that 
makes them vulnerable with their peers, that’s what makes it more intense and 
meaningful. If you have the time, do “Two truths and a lie.” Everyone else has to 
guess what the lie is. Fun way to learn surprising things about your board members.  
 

 
7. Term limits are VERY important to have:  

• Without them you can have founder’s syndrome and stagnation.  
• Organizations have life. They can move from a start-up board to a more mature 

organization with different needs and expectations for board members. So sometimes 
it’s necessary to evolve board of directors to support the next phase of development. 

• You need a way to have board members hold themselves accountable, and if they’re 
not measuring up, allow board members to bow out gracefully. 

• It’s a dance. There’s a need to move delicately and a need for an internal champion 
you can work with. 

• If you need to make a board transition, hopefully you have a board chair who is on 
your side and understands what’s going on. 

• Does this still work for you? Led by the board chair. The board chair and the board 
members. 
 

 
How to fire a board member: 

• Your board chair is your ally, as is the board member who is chairing your governance or 
recruitment committee.  

• Consider having your board do self-evaluations.  
• Create an open dialogue about how board members can contribute, how they can be 

significant. The news that they aren’t performing to expectations should never come as a 
surprise. It’s like in employment – no one should get a bad review out of the blue. The 
board needs be addressing performance issues all along.  

• If they do need to leave, let them exit with grace, and dignity, and show them your 
gratitude and appreciation on the way out. 

 
 
 
 
 


