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W until this nonent, based on the vol unes of
printednnaterial andtheword of experts, youwoul d have
probably statedthat al of thesestatenentsweretrue. |
proposethat thereare anuner of factorsthat nay deter-
nne whet her any of these statenents are ever true. |
further proposethat by adoptingro es, responsibilities
andstructuresthat arebest suitedfor sone boards, the
vel fareand patential for success by ot her boar ds nay be
threstered

Thsisthefirst inafor-pat seriesd artid es besed
onthe premise that boards, |ikethe organi zations they
govern, growin stages—andwhat i s best for oneboardin
acertainstage of devel opnent, nay not be best for an
aher inadfferent stage of devel gonent. And coversdy,
boards i nsinl ar stages of devel opnent nay find com
non benefits fromthe use of siml ar board strat egi es.

Inather verdsthestrategy nost fit the board.
Ater al, nany organi zati ons vhichdonat fol -
| owconmon st andar ds for boards, sonehowstil |
succeed. This series begs the questi on “ Howdoes
t he envi ronnent i n whi ch t he board works and
ogizaiod aed thebordd ayafactor inthar
suweeessa falue

NMinagenert |iterature has | ong recogni zed t hat
organ zati ons—H ke ather |ivi ngthi ngs—experi ence
phases of grothand/ or decline. The preci se num
ber of stagesattribuedtoatyp ca organi zaiod
life cycl evaries dependi ng upon whi ch expert is
speaki ng. Hwever, nost agreethat organi zati ons
epiecestages o lifesimlar tothefdlowvng

The stages of devel opnent are:

Infacy (start-upar start-over)

Juveni | e (growt h peri od)

Addl escence (grovt h and decl i ne spurt s)
Mt urity (estadl i shed)

A thesanetine literatureabout theactivi-
tiesadresposiblitiesd boerds of drectarstends
tooffer nodel sthat arestatic. These nodel s do
takeintoaccout that boardrd es nay changewth
anorgani zati on' s phese of devel opnert.  Let’ s | ook
at sone of theboard-rdeinplicationsof thefour
pheses | i sted above.

Initsinfancy stage aboard, often conposed of the
founders, thinks about and perforns thework of the or-
gani zati on. Mnerstendtobe serviceprovidersfirst,
secoddanda vays. Wud lythereislittlep aning since
needs are hel dto be oovi ous. Boards nake pdl i ¢i es and do
fund rai si ng on an as-needed besi s.  Bval uati on f ocuses on
thepresent.
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Inthejwenilestage, anargani zationtypica ly ac-
quiresnare staff todosupport vork, but the board nem
bersstill focusongperations. Dringthi s stagethe board
nay beginto see aneed for nore formal systens and
oversi ght, but oftenisre uctant tonakel arge changes,
particuarlyif theorgani zati onis experi enci ngprogram

Later, inadd escence, staff takes onand provi des
thebu kof serviceand support vl ethe board strugd es
wthavarietyof changingrdes. Theserdesstill in
clude provi di ng servi ces, but agrester percentage of the
board' s attenti on f ocuses on addr essi ng gover nance i s-
sues, fundraising, financia oversight or sinply staying
out of nanagenent’ sway. Saff tendstobethedriving
forceduringthi s period

Frdly, inthenaturestage o ahed thy organ za-
tion staff andboardhavefarnal |y estad i shedtheir rd es
adresposibilities, hd deachaher accoutad efor their
respectivel y agreed uponra es and do vhat i s necessary
toneet the needs of the organi zati on.

Bveninthis nat ure stage of board devel opnent
changeis constant , or a least shaudbe Anunhed thy
organi zationis onewvhere, despitethe constant changes
of itsworld, nochange occurs wthinthe organi zati on.

Weaknesses

Lhder st andi ng t he i nherent behavi or s and weak-
nesses that occur during vari ous devel opnentd stagesi s
keytodefiningaboard sroesandresponsibilitiesto
nat ch the organi zati on' s needs

Abcard sahlitytoeffectivd ycarryout itsduies
isoftendrectlycorelatedtothel evel of docunent a
tion, poiciesandexperienceavailable. Ufortunatey
experi ence and est abl i shed pal i cy are usual |y t he weak
linksintheinfancy andj ueni| e stages of board deve op-
nent. VWentheorgani zationis sufferingits greatest
uncertai nties, board nenters have the | east experi ence
andfevest historica resourcestodravon

Srugd esinthe add escent stageoftenleadtol oss
of dedi cat ed and capabl e board and staff. Epi sodes of
chaos, confusi on, absent eei sm ext renhsmand poor pro-
ductivity are coomon. Inthe nature stage, the unex-
pect ed or unpl anned can be devast ati ng.

Infancy—A Case Study

THE SURVI VORS

The Survivors were est adl i shed as at ax- exenpt or -
gani zationsone four years after itsfoundersworkedto-
gether inasupport group. Support group neniers
di dn’t have nany expenses i nthose early years. They
usual | y net i n anot her nenber’ s hone. Newnem
bers | earned of the group through current neners or
therapists. Their host or an occasi onal pot | uck fuel ed
the neeti ngwth food and bever ages.

About two years ago, sone of the earliest attend
ees began to tal k about howt he group coul d do nore
than be a support group. They tal ked about howt hey
t hought the publ i ¢ shoul d hear nore about their sto-
ries. “If the public knew fewer peopl e mght have our
experi ence and t hose who di d woul d knowwhere to go
for hel p.” And, they thought, the “systeni needed sone
changingtoo. “The systemwas never real ly therefor
t hose who needed i t nost. ”

Menfoer s recogni zed that fol ks who cone to the
support group cane to address their own needs. To nake
the Qurvi vors nore than j ust asupport group and nore
broad-based it was goi ngtotake sonerea work. They
Wer e goi ng t o need sone noney t o do what t hey tal ked
about. QOne nentoer thought that a nonprofit organi za-
tionwoul d be the best way to organi ze-al | ow ng them
to cdlect donatiosandget grantstoput their progyans
together. Wththehd pof sonefriends, theyddstart a
noprofit.

The presi dent, one of thelongest standi ng nem
bers, used hi s address and phone nunber as t he head-
qertersfor theorgani zation Now peodeinneedca | ed
him But, noreinportantly, the president was runni ng
twofundrai singevents andrecruitingva uteerstohd p
out. Thetreasurer kept thefinancia books, by hand,



andpreparedthefinancia report for reviened at every
neet i ng—+w ce anonth after every support group ses-
sion. Thevice presi dent vas responsiblefor tryingto
get noney fromf oundat i ons and t he gover nnent so t hey
can get enough noney to have astaff whocanhelpwth
thevariety of tasksthat del ugethemeachday. Thevice
presidet hedn't red |y donethi sbefaresotheir O-3recard
o lossesd dn't surprisethegroup.

Is the Board Off Base?

W woul d havetogive an“F’ tothe Survivors
Boardif we conpareit wththe standards set by organi -
zationslikethe Nati onal Genter for Nonprofit Boards.
The board s biggest failings: theboardisinvd veddaly
inthe operations of the organi zation;, thereisnolong
range pl anning or pol i cy devel opnent. But, realisti-
calyandpractically, the Survivors wou dnat have nach
of anorgani zationif board nenfbers weren't activein
operations asthey vere.

Innany vays, thefirst fewyears of anonprofit
mirror thefirst fewyears of asnal | business. The owner
or snal | busi nessperson nust seetoeverything. There
i s never enough cash to hi re enpl oyees who can t ake
cared theorgan zati ona needs or deli ver service. The
Srvivorsboardisinwa canbereferredtoasthein
fancy stage of anonprofit board s devel opnent .

Li ke a good owner and w t hout resources, Survi -
vors' bhoard nenoers t ook on activerol esin providing
service adddongwet it takestoensureserviceis pro-
vi dedto stakehd ders. Whlikethed assicandprescribed
stage of naturity, aboardintheinfancy stage nust see
tothe daily needs of the organi zati on. Board nenbers
nay bot h be t he cust oners and provi ders. Gten board
nenbersinthisstagestatethey don't havetinefor long
range pl anni ng or pol i cy devel opnent. They nay not
evenhavetheskillsfor thistypeof work. Bi, theyare
dedi catedtothemissionandw | dowhat it takesto
€U € SLCCESS.

What's Next and Board Stress

The Survivors’ board nay not seerelief anytine
soon. Qoul d nentoer s j ust
stop doi ngthe operati ons |
and j ust do | ong range L
pl anni ng and pal i cy set - -t
ting? Absol utely not— E
t here woul d be no or gani - 5
zation! VMat about j ust N
doi ng fund rai si ng-sane ‘
answer —yes, they night
just do fundrai si ng but
what happens to the pro- =
gran? ¢
Qepractica activ-
itytohd paddressthe cur-
rent stress onnenfersin
the i nfancy stage woul d be to pl an a one or two day

retreat totrytotake apicture about the next year or
tw. Aretreat woul d provide atineout for every nem
ber totakearea | ook beyond deci sions |i kewoi s go-
ingtoopenthe offi cethe next day.
Wileboardsinthe r i nffancy stage frequertly use
conmitteestoget tasksdong, it isunusud tohaveacom
mtteetotake careof theboard Innature organi za-
tions, there night be anonnati ng conmittee or execu-
tivecoomitteethat hasthischarge. Bit, initsinfancy
stage, operationsaresodenand ngthet littleattention
isgventothewe fareof individua board nenbers and
the board as avhol e. Qe renedy, naybe the creation

In many ways, the first
few years of a nonprofit
mirror the first few years
of a small business.

of a nomnating, governance, board devel opnent or
ot her such naned coomittee charged wthrecruitnent,
orientati onand t he basi ¢ nai nt enance of boar d nem
bers. This sane conmittee nght ensure that the by-
| aws are current and nat ch t he way the board act ual |y
fuctias.

Anot her way for taking care of the board during
itsinfancy stage, i stoschedu e neetings toaddress op-
erati ons separat el y fromboar d nanagenent. Rer haps,
once every six totenweeks, the boardcoul d neet j ust to
tal k about | onger range pl anning, pal i cy devel opnent
andtheboard Thi s neeting coul d be usedi nst ead as an
dterrativeto settingupanather committeelikethe gov-
ernance coottee. V& havetokeepinmndthat there
i s enough busi ness onthe board' s pl at e wthout addi ng
nor e.

These suggest i ons for nanagi ng duri ng t he i nfancy
stage are of fered wththe under standi ng that t he board
inthisstage, alongwththe organi zati onwthaboard
inthisstage, hasd fferent needs than argan zations ad
boardsinlatter stages. Sl utionsthat work for nore
nat ur e organi zati ons shoul d not just be appliedwth
theexpectationthat theywll netura lyverk. |dentify-
ingnorecreativesd utionsthat address andrefl ect the
denands of anearly staged boardw || of fer prospectsfor
thefuture. Theinfancy stage nay never endif wetreat
theorganizationlikeit vas d ready a gromn-up.

MkeBirnsisaPRartner wththe nanagenert consul ting
firmof Body &V ser inBanford, CI.

L66T HINANS / ATRMIIMVNDO L IHOMANON GNVONI M3N 3HL WOMH QIUN Rd3

()



@ REPRI NTED FROM THE NEW ENGLAND NONPROFI T QUARTERLY / SUMMVER 1997
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The infancy stage may never end if we treat the
organization like it was already a grown-up.

Key QUALITIES Needed for
Members of an Infancy Board

Key CHALLENGES Faced by

A vision and commitment to Members of an Infancy Board

mission.
»  Defining roles, responsibili-
« Skills, knowledge or experience ties and structures that meet
with developing or managing the current needs of the or-
programs. ganization.

e Maintaining board
member’s interests and pas-
sion for mission.

e Endurance for long meetings
that address intricate opera-
tional details but may not result
in a decision. «  Addressing the long term

needs of the organization.

« A working experience and
knowledge of decision making
processes.

Brody & \\eiser helps nonprofit organizations accomplish their missions.

Brody & Weiser can:
* Facilitate your board and staff planning processes
* Develop your Board’s capacity
* Assess your management and organizational systems
* Develop business plans for revenue generating ventures
* Examine financial capacity
* Conduct market research, environmental scans and analysis
* Conduct process and program evaluation

For more information contact:

Mike Burns at

Brody & Weiser

250 West Main Street, Suite 110, Branford, CT 06405

phone: 203.481.4199 fax: 203.481.9536 website: www.brodyweiser.com



