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Boundary Managementsm

Policy Governance® Board Guide

How do I get to talk about what I want to talk about?

Board discussions can be tricky, because what starts as an innocent question may slip into unnecessary management of the means or monitoring, with the limitations not clearly spelled out.  Although it is best for the Chair to understand the different types of questions that arise, it is even more effective when the full board recognizes the focus and traps that are unintentional but embedded within the way we speak and seek information.  

Can I Ask Questions?

An important distinction here is that Policy Governance® is not about stopping the legitimate right of board members to ask questions, but is to focus that behavior in a way that helps the board member use the underlying concerns and interests in a productive manner.  The types of statements and questions board members make generally fall into five categories: Informational, Passive Direction, Overt Direction, Concern, and Questions Disguised as Statements.

Informational Questions

In the course of discussion, not everyone will equally understand all the information that is being presented.  Questions will be asked to provide clarity and a deeper insight.  

Examples: 
I don’t understand what that is; can you tell what it is?

How does this work? 

What are the steps that have to be taken?

Chair’s Strategy:  Only a concern for time should limit these types of questions, but these should never consume a large part of a board meeting, unless the full board finds the discussion helpful.  After an appropriate time for an explanation or the giving of details, the Chair should ask the board member to seek further information outside of the meeting, unless the board would like to continue the discussion.  

Member’s Strategy:  The better focused the question; the more likely it will be answered well.  When these questions arise, they are often opportunities to put on the agenda an educational topic.  Making sure that you are prepared, having read the board materials, will also assist in getting the information that you need.  These are not questions to avoid; they are the ones that help lay the foundation for understanding.  

Passive Direction

Unfortunately, many of us have become skilled at passive direction.  Passive direction is asking someone to do something without directly asking them to do it.  These are often in the form of a question.  These are the types of questions to which we need to be most alert, because they take boards into directive discussions without intending to do so.  They tend to put the executive in a defensive position, having to explain something or justify actions when it is not required or fruitful to do so.  Many of these will sound like informational questions, with the most common type being the “Why” question.  These types of questions will sound like manager to supervisor discussions.  These are tough to deal with at a group level because on the surface they sound like questions, not direction, but if left alone they become directives that run counter to the strategy of setting Limitations for the executive.  Passive Direction is not a limitation; it is subtle permission giving.  “If you can answer all my questions, then what you want to do is OK.”  

Examples:
Why did you do it this way?


Why didn’t we do as well as expected?


What are other organizations doing in this area?


What other options did you look at?

Chair Strategy:  The intent should not be disallow these types of questions but to direct them in a way that stays within the Policy Governance® model.  The Chair should allow the questions to be asked, but should shortly ask if the Board Member has a concern about something, or if the concern is obvious the Chair should try to state the concern and ask the board member to confirm what the Chair said.  Once the concern is stated well enough, the Chair should ask if any other board members have the same concern, or feel a discussion about this would be of value.  This discussion could occur at that time or could be scheduled for a future board meeting as a large topic.  

The process is especially appropriate for Passive Direction Questions focused on the written Limitations.  Concerns about Limitations should never be passive.  Boards should try to establish a style that allows for direct questioning of Limitations any time there is a concern.

Member’s Strategy:  Policy Governance® allows and supports a more direct approach in guiding the organization through the executive.  It is best when the member simply states that there is a concern, even when that concern is not clear.  This allows the Board to explore and examine the area of concern, even when it is a bit nebulous.  
Overt Direction

This is probably less likely to happen than any of the other types of board responses, partly because our culture is resistant to direct and overt use of authority.  When it does happen it is often difficult to handle because the individual making the statement has strong feeling about what is being suggested.  The board member may be correct, in that the actions do need to be carried out.  However, two things need to occur: the board needs to make the decision as a whole, and therefore put in the policy manual in writing, and the direction needs to be put in the negative to be consistent with the logic of Limitations on Means.  By guiding overt direction in this way, the board will do a better job of crafting policies while avoiding sliding back into pragmatic governance.

Examples: 
We need to..

Why don’t we..? (This is phrased as a question but it is clearly direction)


I have a suggestion, ..

Chair Strategy:  Because overt direction is in the open, it can be handled directly.  The Chair should ask the board member to state the direction in a negative format, or ask someone to draft a possible limitation.  Once the limitation policy is stated, it needs to be analyzed.  Are all reasonable interpretations of the policy acceptable?  If not then it needs to be refined to cover these unacceptable interpretations.  Is it really a limitation?  Does it define imprudence or unethical behavior, or is it just something that would be nice to do?  If it is only a nice idea, it should not need to be a Limitation.  The Chair should help facilitate this discussion and help the group come to a final agreement.

Member’s Strategy:  Policy Governance® will be a difficult model for any member that wishes to give overt direction to the executive or any other members of the staff of the organization.  Board Members need to decide whether they are comfortable with Policy Governance®.  If they are not, then they should decide whether they are going to continue on a board that is using it.  

Concerns

Concerns are generalizations rather than specific questions.  Therefore they need more active listening to help clarify their underlying meanings.  These types of board inquires are unfocused by nature.  To create the focus, some discussion needs to occur and clarifying questions need to be asked of the board member.  These types of questions allow other board members to help crystallize what the individual board member is trying to express.

Examples:
I not sure about …


This doesn’t seem like what we have done in the past.


This doesn’t seem to be the right way to do it.

Chair Strategy:  As already mentioned the best approach to this is to listen and ask clarifying questions.  Those questions should be focused on “the concern.”  The Chair might say, “Are you worried about ...?”  Once there is more clarity to the concern, the board can handle it as a question of limitations.  

Member’s Strategy:  If the concern is understood or identifiable, the member simply needs to state it and ask for a discussion.  It is more difficult when the concern is only felt.  However, this is the key to discovering the concern, paying attention to the feeling.  Logic will often not get you to a better definition, but listening to yourself and what creates the most emotion may be helpful.  

Statements

There are many types of statements.  Some are questions made in the form of a statement; “This plan is confusing.”  True statements do not need a response.  They are just a statement, but questions need to be addressed in the same manner as other questions are addressed.

Chair’s Orientation

The Chair is there to help board members get their concerns expressed, and then help the board decide if these are board concerns using the concepts of Policy Governance®.  This is a different approach than the traditional pragmatic approach that seeks to allow any discussion.  Policy Governance® allows discussion but within boundaries.  The Chair’s job is to keep the discussion within the boundaries, but this doesn’t mean that they have to follow rigid rules.  This requires more than just saying that certain questions can’t be asked.  Shutting down questions runs counter to what Policy Governance® seeks to do.  Policy Governance® should foster discussion, but it is focused discussion.
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