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Make it easy to engage. Distribute a list of 
opportunities (e.g., events, newsletters) that 
enable board members to introduce their 
colleagues to your organization.

Leverage networks. Keep your board mem-
bers up to speed on the foundations and 
major donors you wish to approach, and 
encourage them to maximize any mutual 
connections.

Set the pace! Encourage each board member 
to donate early in your fiscal year. Your board’s 
early buy-in will be a weight off your shoulders 
and an inspiration to giving prospects through-
out the year. 

Treat board members like major donors. 
And be sure to steward them, too.

Ask board members to thank donors on 
the phone and/or in writing. This unexpected 
touch will make a strong impression.
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• Educate and engage your board. Board mem-
bers serve as ambassadors and link the outside 
world to your nonprofit. They should focus on your 
organization’s big picture rather than its day-to-day 
operations.

Ideally, board members should have 
one or two tasks to accomplish 
between board meetings, such as 
making introductions to potential 
supporters or interviewing board 
candidates. Carefully define their 
tasks and ensure that each member 
understands why those activities are 
valuable to the organization. 

• Recognize that everyone is different. Don’t lose 
sight of the fact that every board member is a 
singular volunteer and supporter. Develop a rela-
tionship with each member just as you would with 
a treasured major donor. Learn why he joined the 
board, what her interests are, and how they can 
help with specific tasks to support the organiza-
tion.

• Board members need ongoing education. We of-
ten pursue degrees and professional development 
for our careers, but no one goes to university to 
learn how to be a board member. Create a com-
prehensive program to educate your board. Teach 
your members about fundraising – the why and 
how – and train them regularly on best practices in 
governance. 

Working effectively with your board takes energy and 
strategy, but the rewards of an engaged board are 
hugely valuable for a healthy, growing organization.

By Susan E. Mangels, Ph.D. 
Senior Vice President of Consulting Services

Building a Better Board

Building a committed and effective board takes 
considerable time and effort. Here’s how to do 
it well.

Susan E. Mangels



Forming a New Board

Partnering with nonprofits to build capacity, break through plateaus and fast forward fundraising teams
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In Crucial Conversations: 
Tools for Talking When 
Stakes Are High, readers ac-
quire the tools for making di-
alogue and discussion both 
effective and persuasive.

What we’re reading
“Helping Board Members 
‘Retire’” by Susan E. Mangels, 
Ph.D.

Access this article at acfitz-
gerald.com and sign up to re-
ceive ACF’s Nonprofit Partner.

What we’re writing What we’re saying
Recent talks by the ACF team:

“Maximizing the Lifetime 
(and Beyond) Value of Your 
Donors,” State Policy Network 
Annual Meeting, October 
2019

Joseph Humire of the Center for a Secure Free Society 
weighs in on the role of the board at a small and growing 
think tank.

As a nonprofit CEO, what is your biggest challenge with board work?
Since we’re in our first year with a new board, our biggest challenge in-
volves developing specific roles for our board members. Each board mem-
ber has a unique network and skill set. My goal is to work with them to 
maximize their added value. 

What are SFS’s greatest opportunities today, and how can your board 
help?
We’re working hard to raise annual revenue of $1 million. One area where 
our board will help tremendously is corporate support—an area of rich 
promise for us. Our board connects us with a vast network of potential cor-
porate donors. Furthermore, our board will help us recruit at least two new 
board members who are associated with major foundations. 

You worked with ACF to launch your board. What was most valuable to you in this process?
ACF showed us the dos and don’ts for launching a new board of directors. I learned quickly that 
starting your own board is an entirely different experience from joining an established one. ACF was 
indispensable in this process, and assured us that we were on the right track in terms of recruiting new 
board members and placing them in the right roles. 

Joseph Humire


