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•	 As the main touchpoint and decision-making process for Boards, 
it is important that Board Meetings are effective and efficient. 

•	 Strategies to facilitate a successful Board Meeting is a topic of 
wide interest. 

•	 This e-book provides a condensed guide, with references, to some 
of the key areas of a successful Board Meeting.

Interpersonal - Engagement, Dynamics, Conflict, Decision Making
The contribution and interactions of Directors during a Board Meeting 
contribute significantly to the success of a meeting. Strategies 
to enhance Director engagement, healthy team dynamics, robust 
discussion, and effective decision making are explored. 

Board Processes - Preparation, Board Pack Information, Structure
Practical steps to prepare for a Board Meeting occur outside of the 
Boardroom and are essential for success. Preparations that can 
be undertaken in advance of the meeting, tips for constructing an 
effective Board Pack and implementing a strategic meeting structure 
are recommended.

Tools - Technology, Measurement & Evaluation, Board Committees
A range of tools and strategies are available to Boards wanting to 
maximise their success. The use of technology, the measurement and 
evaluation of Board Director engagement in meetings, and optimal 
use of Board Committees is outlined.
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INTRODUCTION
As the main touchpoint and decision-making process for Boards, ensuring effective 
Board Meetings is crucial to the success of Boards. 

In this ebook, we provide a summary of strategies to run a successful Board Meeting. 
In the pages that follow, you will find tips for success, potential challenges to consider, 
and practical tools to use related to one of ten core elements of Board Meetings (e.g., 
from ensuring Board members are engaged, through to the use of technology during 
meetings).  

This ebook is intended to:
•	 Provide a practical, engaging, easily read and understood, summary of some 

strategies for success in several core elements of Board Meetings.
•	 Be most relevant to not-for-profit and community Board settings.
•	 Serve as a starting point for emerging leaders, interested in (or soon to be) serving 

as a Board Director, to gain some ideas of how to improve the effectiveness of 
Board Meetings, across a broad range of topics.

•	 Serve as a pool of resources, for current community Board Directors to consult as 
needed, for ideas and insights on a given topic of interest.

•	 Summarise both ‘the basics’ as well as some new or innovative, ideas – informed 
through a combination of desktop research and conversations with existing NFP 
Board Directors and community leaders.

This ebook is not:
•	 A comprehensive, all-inclusive set of strategies for NFP and community 

organisations (or any organisations) to run successful Board Meetings.
•	 A robust, literature review of academic research related to effective Board 

Meetings. 

This project was developed as part of the Emerging Leaders in Governance Program 
(ELGP), a program designed for young leaders and professionals to build the skills, 
knowledge, and experience required for Board leadership in the aged care and 
community sector. The team wish to thank the ELGP program coordinators, Alicia 
Curtis of Alyceum, and Dr Nicky Howe of Southcare, for their support in this project.
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While Board engagement is much broader than the Board Meeting itself, here we 
focus specifically on how to improve your own engagement, and encourage the 
engagement of fellow Board members, during the couple of hours in the Boardroom. 

HOW TO ENCOURAGE INVOLVED, ACTIVE, AND 
COMMITTED BOARD MEETINGS

ENGAGEMENT
1

•	 Engagement can be defined as the ‘level of 
intellectual, physical and emotional commitment 
a Board demonstrates to the organisation and its 
mission’ (1), (2)

•	 Individually, Kahn (1990) defines engagement as 
the ‘energy directed into one’s role’ (3)

•	 The National Council of Nonprofits (USA) describes 
what engagement during a NFP Board Meeting 
looks like: ‘They are willing to deliberate candidly, 
confidently treading on sensitive topics that may 
result in “messy” discussions because they trust 
one another and are comfortable with the culture 
of the nonprofit, confident that everyone values 
mutual respect’. ‘Board deliberations are future-
oriented, proactive, and based on trust.’ (4)

•	 Keep Distractions Away: Turn off phones and put 
all other distractions away – this shows fellow 
Board members that you are fully committed to 
listening to what they have to say, and encourages 
others to share more. 

•	 Make OnBoarding of New Board Members a 
Priority: 

	 - Adopt the use of name tags at Board 		
	 meetings to help members get to know each 	
	 other quickly 

DEFINITION

THE BASICS

Antecedents to Board member engagement (3) 

	 - Allocate a ‘Board buddy’ to new 			
	 members to act as a mentor for the first 		
	 few meetings – e.g., sitting next to 		
	 them, offering them a lift to the meeting – 	
	 to build 	trust and confidence.
	 - Invest time in finding the right sub-	
	 committee for the new member 		
	 – matching their skills and interests to 		
	 boost confidence and engagement (4)
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•	 Make Self-assessments Part of Business-
as-usual: Ask all Board members to complete 
a periodical self-assessment to gauge their 
engagement – include questions specific to 
engagement during meetings – and allocate time 
within meetings to complete these to maximise 
completion (4)

•	 Make It Easier For Members to Participate 
During Meetings: Investing in making meeting 
participation easier for Board members will free 
up space for them to make their best contributions 
- consider: Is there a more convenient location 
for members to hold the meetings? How can 
we adjust meetings to improve the ability to join 
remotely? How can pre-reading materials be 
most effectively digested by Board members? (5)

•	 Collaboratively Set the Agenda and Make 
Time For Engagement: ‘A regular complaint 
among Boards is that they do not have enough 
time set aside for discussion and feedback 
following presentations - this in itself can 
cause disengagement, as Directors believe that 
opportunities for them to add value are missed.’ 
Involve Board members in setting the agenda 
and the allocation of time for discussion/Q&A of 
each topic. (6) 

•	 Be Proactive in Developing Strategic Questions 
to Address During Meetings: Reflect on the 
kinds of questions you are answering at Board 
Meetings, then work on more proactively 
developing strategic questions that allow 
member’s strengths and skills to take on 
meaningful challenges. (7)(3)

•	 Tighten Up Meetings: Meetings that engage 
strong Directors, generally last no longer than a 
couple of hours, focus on future-facing strategic 
issues, and start and end on time, keeping to the 
agenda. Make use of a ‘parking lot’ for good ideas 
that are not relevant to the agenda (8)(9)

•	 Thank Each Other and End Pdositively: Thank 
fellow Board Meetings for their time, and end on 
a positive note so that members feel that their 
contributions have been worthwhile. (10)

•	 Start With a ‘Mission Moment’: Share a feel-
good success story at the start of each meeting 
to remind Board members of the mission, or 
discuss: ‘What have you done since the last 
Board Meeting to advance the mission of the 
nonprofit?’ (4)(9)

•	 Make Sure Everyone Talks At Least Once: 
Research suggests that if everyone talks, even a 
little, towards the start of the meeting, it is more 
likely that they will speak up later in the meeting. 
Perhaps start on a personal note – asking each 
member to share some news, whether an event 
they went to, a new hobby, or achievement. (9) 

•	 Support Continuing Board Education: Carve out 
time during meetings (or otherwise) for guest 
speaker sessions (e.g., academics, CEOs of 
similar organisations, funding bodies) to keep 
Board members up-to-date on emerging issues 
and best practices. (11)

•	 Encourage Generative Thinking: A way to tackle 
the habits of thinking that hold Directors back 
from making the best strategic decisions. This 
‘requires a culture of open inquiry, respectful 
dissent, and introspection.’ – i.e., building a 
culture of ‘obligation to ask the right questions’ 
(12)(3)

•	 Change Up Your Location: A change of scenery 
during the meeting can stimulate discussion 
and new ideas, and effortlessly energise Board 
Meetings (9). Consider meeting at a program site, 
or arranging an offsite in nature.

•	 Engage Every Board Member: In large groups 
(>8 members) it can become difficult to hold 
a conversation where everyone is able to 
participate and contribute their thoughts. Try 
mixing discussion formats up using a facilitation 
technique such as the 1-2-4-All process (a series 
of different sized break-out groups) to ensure 
everyone is engaged and able to add value. (13)

•	 Agree On A Theme For Each Meeting: Try 
building a meeting around a provocative question 
about a major threat to the organisation – e.g., 
what would we do if our budget were slashed in 
half? What changes could put us out of business? 
(14)

INNOVATIVE IDEAS
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FROM TEAMS TO TEAMING

BOARD DYNAMICS 
& CULTURE

2

While a Board is technically a team, it is not your 
traditional team. Board Directors generally spend 
little time together. For example, a Board may only 
meet four to six times per year with a few additional 
working group meetings or phone calls throughout. 
Additionally, members may sit on other Boards or 
work full-time jobs which take a large amount of their 
time. This means that communication, collaboration 
and fostering good Board dynamics are key elements 
to a successful Board. (15) (16)

•	 Board Diversity
Diversity can take many forms within a Boardroom 
and can be categorised into three main elements: 
skills, expertise and experience. Having a mix of 
these three elements will equip the Board to guide 
through the business decisions and strategies of the 
organisation. Beyond these elements other aspects 
of diversity include gender, ethnicity, geography and 
age. (16) (17) 

•	 Mutual Respect and Trust
The key to an effective Board isn’t structural, it’s 
social. According to Sonnenfeld (2002), well-
functioning, successful teams have a chemistry that 
cannot be quantified, visible by good qualities built 
up on another. An outcome of this is that Directors 
develop mutual respect, and because they respect 
one another, they develop trust.

This trust can result in a greater ability to share 
difficult information and respectfully challenge one 
anothers conclusions coherently to produce the best 
outcomes. (17)

•	 Knowledge Isn’t Everything, But Mindset Is
While an individual might possess vast knowledge 
about an organisation’s mission or processes, their 
appointment should be accompanied by a  mindset 
that reflects a passion for the organisation. The core 
purpose of the Board or catalyst for its effectiveness 
can often be linked back, not just to the Director with 
the most knowledge on the topic, but the Director 
with a mindset and perspective leading actions 
towards the vision, mission, goals and activities of 
the wider organisation. 

•	 The fundamental components of a Board’s 
purpose need to be understood by all 
members including goals, strategies, activities, 
membership, dynamics and interdependence. (17) 

•	 A lack of Board diversity can lead to groupthink 
tendencies, and therefore hinder the Board’s 
effectiveness. 

•	 Board members need to hone in on both effective 
(feeling) and cognitive (thinking) abilities to 
contribute effectively. (15)

THE BASICS

SCOPE

THE CHALLENGES

Board dynamics refers to the way individual Board Directors interact with one another 
in carrying out their due diligence as Director. These dynamics are fundamentally 
linked to the culture of the Board. (17)
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•	 Board members need to learn to make decisions 
based on the integration of various perspectives 
though learning how to relate to other Board 
members better. (15)

•	 The concept of teaming is largely determined 
by the mindset and practices of teamwork, not 
by the design and structures of effective teams 
(or Boards). While teaming has it’s benefits, 
it needs to be considered in conjunction with 
others needs, roles and responsibilities. This 
would require Board members to learn about the 
organisations, Board duties and individuals. (15)

•	 Curate a More Diverse Board
In a fast-paced environment of interconnected people 
working on roles outside of the Board,with a shifting 
mix of partners, stakeholders or volunteers, have a 
Board with a diverse range of members can assist 
with Board agility, activity innovation and can result in 
more effective decision making brought by a range of 
skills, expertise and experiences. (16) (17) (18)

•	 Ensure Director Accountability
Create the opportunity for Directors to present to the 
rest of the Board on a concept, strategy or operational 
aspect related to the organisation. 

•	 Create a Climate of Trust 
By one, establishing working groups or committees 
so Board Directors can spend time with each other, 
two, working to eliminate polarising factors, three, 
sharing important information with other Directors in 
time for them to process the information. (16)

•	 Use Teaming
Teaming is different from team building. Teaming 
is a dynamic activity of working with other Board 
Directors through one on one interactions or working 
groups. This concept can be applied in a number 
of ways, for example the Board Chair (or leadership 
committee) could proactively engage with individual 
Board members to consult each well ahead of time, 
identify agenda items, thank them for their input and 
enable a platform for further engagement during 
Board Meetings. (15)

•	 Evaluate the Board’s Performance
Use surveys, interviews and group assessments as 
an effective way to identify and evaluate a Board’s 
strengths and weaknesses (see table below). (19)

CONSIDERATIONS

Main approaches to Board assessments. (19)
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Here we will explore the different strategies to reduce and manage conflict, specifically 
during the Board Meetings, whilst also identifying who is responsible for any conflict 
resolution within the meeting.

STRATEGIES TO REDUCE AND MANAGE CONFLICT 
WHEN IT ARISES IN THE BOARD MEETING

CONFLICT
3

The important thing to remember is that conflict will 
always occur, whether you use that conflict to bring 
growth and change to your organisation, or let it 
fester and ultimately destroy your organisation from 
within, lies in the quality of how it is dealt with and 
managed. (20)

Not All Conflict is Bad
Without disagreement, Board members (or any 
decision-making body) can’t fully grasp the matter at 
hand. 

Given the inevitability of conflict in nonprofits, Board 
members need to know how to have constructive 
conflicts. Healthy conflict on a Board can stimulate 
creativity and strengthen the organisation (21). 
Training a Board in the processes of healthy conflict is 
always a worthwhile investment of the organisation’s 
resources.

The best defenses against conflict often involve 
preparing thoroughly before the meeting, and Chairing 
strongly during the meeting. If a Chair develops a 
reputation for running tightly structured meetings, 
there’s less chance that individuals who attend those 
meetings will try to pursue their own agendas. (22)

1.  Pay Attention to Good Interpersonal   
Communications
No amount of written policy statements or role 
descriptions can substitute for regular attention to 
good communications practices in Board Meetings. 
Boards need to have a conversation about such 
practices on a regular basis. (23)

2. Operate With a Strategic Plan
The existence of a strategic plan or involvement in 
a strategic planning process that helps articulate 
goals, objectives and outcomes can be of great value 
in reducing the potential for conflict over the meaning 
of the organisational mission, strategic choices and 
priorities. (24)

3. Help Develop a Skilled Chairperson 
An effective Board Chair is critical to managing 
conflict. Such effectiveness comes from clarity about 

SCOPE THE BASICS
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the Chair’s role, personal integrity, an understanding 
of the importance of process and the liberal use 
of proven facilitation techniques. A Chair needs 
the Board’s support in assuming an active role in 
managing the Board. (25)

4. Learn About Conflict Resolution Processes 
Boards and Executive Directors can really benefit 
from some familiarity with negotiation and conflict 
resolution processes before a conflict arises. Conflict 
resolution is regarded as a core skill area for today’s 
leaders. It is a topic that should be introduced as part 
of Board education. (26)

Resolving Conflict During a Board Meeting - 
Who is Responsible? 

The ultimate responsibility for resolving conflict 
and tension falls heavily on the shoulders of the 
Chairperson, who occupies a privileged position. 
It is the Chairperson who possesses the greatest 
knowledge of all those on the Board when it comes 
to resolution and diplomacy. It is the Chairperson’s 
responsibility to ensure that all opinions are 
expressed, to get the right people involved through 
the process, to keep discussion on the issues and 
to remind people what they are actually there for (27). 
Furthermore, the Chairperson must diffuse emotion, 
take things offline and adjourn meetings when 
necessary. It is undoubtedly a challenging task to find 
the correct balance between debate and decision. 
Setting the tone for healthy debate, while avoiding 
being drawn into conflict yourself, is undoubtedly a 
complex task

When a conflict arises in a meeting,  the Chair needs 
to take control. It is important not to let others start 
wading into the conflict by interrupting the Chair or 
the speakers.

Some approaches and techniques for resolving 
conflict:
•	 Depersonalisation
•	 Questioning
•	 Remove or reduce the perceived threat
•	 Take things “offline”

In conclusion, not all conflict is bad. However If anger 
and conflict arise during a Board Meeting, the Chair 
needs to move back to the agenda by questioning 
people to determine the immediate cause of the 
conflict. Develop questions to get people to clearly 
state their problems and issues. By doing this, it will 
guide people back to rational thinking, focus group 
energy, and encourage learning and problem-solving 
for an effective and successful Board Meeting. CHALLENGES
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More and more, companies are developing formal processes for figuring out which 
decisions should go to the Board. It is therefore imperative that those decisions are 
made by utilising the right skills and tools . Here we will examine some best practices 
for good decision-making by the Board, during Board Meetings. 

HOW TO EFFECTIVELY MAKE DECISIONS AS A 
WELL-RUN BOARD DURING THE BOARD MEETING 

DECISION-MAKING
4

A BOARD DECISION 
SHOULD BE: 
•	 Strategic 
•	 Informed 
•	 Smart 
•	 Balanced and fair 
•	 Sustainable, 

affordable and legal

Decisions – who makes them, what was considered, 
how they were made and how they were recorded - 
have become some of the most scrutinised parts of 
Board business (28). The process of decision making is 
sometimes said to be more important than the actual 
decision itself. (29)

While often only time will tell if the right decision has 
been made, a Board can both claim and demonstrate 
that a decision has been ‘well made’. (30) Decision-
making is both an art and a science, drawing on 
intuition and experience as well as facts and reasoned 
analysis (31). By having a strong and robust approach 
to decision-making, a Board will enhance its credibility 
and strengthen its transparency and accountability. (28)

THE BASICS



13Strategies for a Successful Board Meeting

The basic outline of the decision-making process can 
be summarised in the following steps: (32)

1.	 Accept the issue 
2.	 Identify the type of issue 
3.	 Define the ‘problem’
4.	 Understand and set the context 
5.	 Gather information, facts and advice 
6.	 Analyse 
7.	 Make the decision 
8.	 Record 
9.	 Communicate and get action

Avoiding Poor Decisions: 
Understanding some of the potential barriers to well-
made decisions will help avoid poor decisions. Some 
of the tell-tale signs that a Board’s decision-making 
may not be as effective as it could be are: (33)

•	 A sense that the Board is spinning its wheels and 
rehashing old issues 

•	 A lot of heated discussion based on few facts but 
much opinion 

•	 A long and protracted discussion that ends when 
the Board realises it has lost track of the original 
topic 

•	 The frequent introduction of ‘wildcard’ issues not 
originally on the agenda 

•	 An inability to explain to members why the Board 
made a certain decision 

•	 A decision that is ostensibly agreed to by the 
entire Board but in reality not supported by every 
Board member 

•	 A nagging feeling that decisions, when they are 
finally made, do not represent the best thinking 
of the Board 

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS CHALLENGES

If we are all in agreement on the 
decision – then I propose we postpone 
further discussion of this matter until 
our next meeting to give ourselves time 
to develop disagreement and perhaps 
gain some understanding of what the 
decision is all about

QUOTE FROM ALFRED SLOAN, (1875 - 1966 ) former CEO of GM and pioneer of 
organisational thinking (34)

“

“
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There are many activities outside of Board Meetings that contribute to success of 
Boards in general. The focus here is on preparation specific to the success of the 
Board Meeting. 

TAKE ACTION BEFOREHAND TO PREPARE FOR AN 
ENGAGED AND EFFECTIVE BOARD MEETING

PREPARATION
5

•	 Set a Board Meeting Schedule
All Board Directors should have a schedule of 
upcoming Board and Sub-Committee meeting dates 
for the year, including timeframes for receipt of 
Board papers prior to each meeting convened. The 
schedule of meetings should be proportionate to the 
size, scale and complexity of the NFP. (35 As part of 
the schedule development, thought should be given 
to the Annual Agenda structure, ensuring that this 
aligns with the NFPs strategic priorities. (36)

•	 Develop the Board Agenda
This is an important document that is key to a 
productive, engaging and effective Board Meeting. 
Items of strategic importance should be prioritised 
earlier in the meeting, while Directors are likely to 
be more energetic and engaged. (37) Check that the 
agenda is:
	 - Clear, and that the structure is concise 		
	 (e.g. 1-2 pages) and easily understood; 
	 - Well timed, with sufficient time allocated 	
	 to items, reflecting the importance and 		
	 input required from Directors during the 		
	 Board Meeting;
	 - Objectives are clear for each item i.e. is the 	
	 item for decision, action, input;
	 - Connected to the mission, purpose and 		

	 strategic plan of the NFP. There must be 		
	 sufficient time to engage in the right 		
	 debates and decisions with regard to long-	
	 term strategy; (38)

	 - Providing time for Directors to have in-		
	 camera / confidential discussions to allow 	
	 for frank and open discussion; and
	 - Confirmed with the Board Chair.

•	 Send out the Board Pack
It is important for Board Directors to receive this at 
least 5-7 days in advance, to ensure time to read and 
digest the information. (39) Notify Board Directors of 
any significant proposals, changes or decisions that 
will be raised at the Board Meeting.

•	 Engage with Board Pack Materials
Board Directors should arrange briefing sessions with 
the Board Chair and CEO if possible, to understand in 
full the thinking around the information provided. (40) 
Engaging beforehand can save time during meetings 
on clarifications, and maximise time spent on 
strategic, value adding activities during the scheduled 
Board Meeting.(41)

THE BASICS
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CHALLENGES

•	 Plan for the Meeting
The CEO and Board Chair should meet prior to the 
Board Meeting to discuss the agenda, key items, and 
to anticipate and mitigate challenges that may arise.

•	 Prepare for Meeting Logistics
Ensure that the physical location/s for the meeting are 
set up for minimal distractions and disruptions during 
the meeting. (42) Technology should be trialled prior 
to the meeting, and any stationery requirements (e.g. 
note pads, whiteboard and markers) provided. 

•	 Ensure a Quorum
Set clear expectations for Directors on missed 
meetings and late attendance, to ensure that meetings 
will commence on time and with minimal disruptions. 

•	 Board Director Workload
Time spent on Board Director duties is increasing in the 
NFP sector, with increased governance expectations, 
financial pressures and changes in funding and 
legislation. (43) Requiring additional preparations 
outside of the Board Meeting may be daunting or 
unsustainable for some Board Directors.

•	 Board Efficiency
Increased demands on Board Director time mean that 
the uptake of time saving measures such as better use 
of digital technology and committees, and effective 
processes during the meeting are more important 
than ever (36)(44). Improved efficiency can mitigate the 
challenge of increasing Board Director workloads.

•	 Generative Governance
In addition to fiduciary and strategic responsibilities 
being addressed in the Board Meeting, facilitation 
of generative thinking for Board Directors during 
a meeting is equally important. Practical ways to 
incorporate this into the structure of Board Meeting are 
outlined in the work of Chait, Ryan & Taylor. (45)

INNOVATIVE IDEAS
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There are many activities outside of Board Meetings that contribute to success of 
Boards in general. The focus here is on preparation specific to the success of the 
Board Meeting. 

PROVIDE CONCISE, RELIABLE INFORMATION THAT IS 
USEFUL FOR BOARD DIRECTORS TO ACHIEVE THEIR 
DECISION-MAKING OBJECTIVES

BOARD PACK 
INFORMATION

6

A Board Pack is the primary source of information 
for Directors about what is happening within the 
organisation. (46) 

Contents of a Board pack typically include (47)(48)(49):
•	 An agenda for the upcoming meeting;
•	 Minutes of the previous meeting;
•	 CEO report;
•	 Risk or compliance reports;
•	 Financial reports;
•	 Performance reports;
•	 Board papers, to inform and support decisions; 

and
•	 Committee reports (if applicable)

The reliability and utility of Board packs is important 
for a successful Board Meeting where Directors are 
well equipped to participate in discussions, provide 
input, and for decision-making. Some pertinent 
questions for Board Directors to reflect on when 
evaluating the efficacy of their Board packs include 

(50):

•	 Can I trust the data?;
•	 Does it cover the critical issues?;
•	 Is it sufficiently up-to-date?;
•	 Is it presented in such a way that I can digest it 

quickly?;
•	 Is the information purely historic or does it 

assess future risks?; and
•	 Do I receive only summarised information or 

data?

THE BASICS
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CHALLENGES
•	 Informative and Succinct
Without sufficient structure and clear expectations, 
Board packs can become unwieldy, lengthy and 
overwhelming for Directors. (55) 

Striking the right balance of including sufficient 
detail to be useful for decision-making, excluding 
extraneous information and keeping concise is 
an often-cited source of frustration. Maintaining a 
connection to purpose must not be lost in amidst 
efforts to keep Board Packs succinct. 

•	 Effective Board Packs
It is important to review the structure of how the 
Board receives reports, ensuring that effectiveness is 
maximised. (54)

•	 Annotated sample Board paper, from AICD 
Director Tools (56) 

•	 Tools for Board Reporting (57)

Board Papers convey relevant information to Board 
Directors, for the purpose of decision making. 
Expectations about the quality, content, format, 
timing and timeliness, and amount of information 
included in Board papers should be set by the Board 
Directors (51). In general, Board papers are expected 
to:
•	 Be well-written in a standardised, structured 

format (52);
•	 Contain an executive summary;
•	 Include relevant information for the Board’s 

purpose (53);
•	 Be informative, concise and summarised (51);
•	 Include sufficient context about a topic, not 

assuming that Board Directors share in-depth 
knowledge on the subject; and

•	 Clearly outline anticipated benefits and risks.

Visual representation of Board Meeting Reporting 
Cycle (54)

The CEO decided 
to include a short 
story in every pack 
that related to 
our core purpose. 
While it wasn’t 
strictly necessary, it 
provided depth to our 
understanding of on 
the ground issues as 
Directors

QUOTE FROM NFP Board Director

“

“

FURTHER RESOURCES
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A BOARD SHOULD ACT AS A STEWARD OVER AN 
ORGANISATION OR COMPANY, with meetings being a 
combination of transferring and processing information to 
make effective decisions. (58)

MEETING 
STRUCTURE

7

•	 Pre-meeting
Ensure that the next meeting time is set or discussed during 
the previous meeting and included in the minutes. Review 
previous minutes and action items.

•	 Agenda
Critical to the success of a Board Meeting is having a clearly 
defined agenda that organises the content required for 
discussion. The agenda sets goals and objectives of what the 
Board is required to accomplish during the meeting. Effective 
agendas have similar formats, see Preparation (outside of 
the room).

•	 Minutes
The discussions and decisions a Board makes should be 
documented. The minutes should include enough detail 
that makes them easy to access and understood when 
reviewed. Should a liability issue arise clear, organised and 
detailed minutes can demonstrate a Directors due diligence. 
For example, discussed tasks and actions, and resolutions 
should be captured in the Board Meeting minutes. (59) 

•	 Timeliness
To ensure Board Directors can adequately prepare for a 
meeting it is important that the agenda, minutes and any 
supporting documents (also see Board PackI, p.x)  be sent 
out to ensure adequate preparation, and therefore due 
diligence with decision making. 

THE BASICS

Use an online 
communication and 
collaboration platform 
services such as 
Microsoft Teams 
or Slack to create 
ongoing dialogue 
on current tasks or 
activities.

CONSIDERATION:
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•	 Length/Timing
Generally Board Meetings run for a minimum of 1 1/2 to 
2 hours, although depending on the Board and decisions 
needed to be made it can be 3 to 4 hours. (60)(61) 

•	 Run
One way that a Board can have reduced efficiency taking up too 
much time detailing reports “for information only”, therefore 
discussions that require a higher level of engagement and 
decision making should be placed higher in on the agenda. 

•	 Meeting Attendance
Meeting attendance requirements should be discussed prior 
to being elected onto the Board. Board expectations and 
requirements can form part of induction packs. An written 
example could state: “It is expected that the position holder 
attends in person or via teleconference at least 75% meetings 
per year, but shall not miss more than two consecutive 
meetings without giving notice to the Secretary prior to each 
meeting. Attendance and participation in the AGM and annual 
planning day is also expected.”

•	 Information Availability
Create an online shared file account for Board Directors 
to have regular access to. Documents could include, 
past minutes and agendas, terms of reference, position 
description, procedure documents, subcommittee activities 
and other Board papers. 

CONSIDERATION:



20Strategies for a Successful Board Meeting

Boards are increasingly utilising technology to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of meetings, and to break down traditional barriers around geographical 
limitations and issues relating to confidentiality. Technology, including online meeting 
platforms and tools, have proven effective at enabling greater connection and the 
enhanced engagement of Directors during meetings. 

USE TECHNOLOGY TO YOUR ADVANTAGE TO CREATE 
MORE EFFICIENT AND EFFECTIVE MEETINGS

TECHNOLOGY
8

•	 Secure Portals For Confidential Items
These online portals can act as a secure holding 
space for an organisation’s Board Meeting papers, 
including confidential materials. This prevents the 
need to distribute confidential materials via email or 
using cloud storage where they can be easily shared 
outside of the organisation.

•	 Portals As An Organisational Library
Board portals can hold important documents such 
as the constitution, organisation policies and by-laws 
and other materials ensuring they’re easily accessible 
and at hand during meetings for those attending 
in person or remotely (62). This assists meetings by 
enabling efficient and informed discussions and 
deliberations by all involved. 

•	 Live Minute Taking 
Live minute taking using a shared document based 
in the cloud also assists remote attendees to easily 
follow the agenda and clarify key actions and 
decisions. 

•	 Use Innovative Online Meeting Tools
Online meeting tools can include digital brainstorming 
tools and activities, whiteBoards, annotation of 
documents and live minute taking. These tools enable 
participants attending remotely to effectively engage 
and collaborate during the meeting and contribute 
ideas easily. 

•	 Digital Voting
Certain platforms also allow for digital voting 
on agenda items, ensuring decision-making can 
efficiently be maintained whilst some members are 
remotely attending. 

THE BASICS
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CHALLENGES

•	 Maintaining Engagement
Maintaining engagement throughout a Board Meeting 
can be difficult to achieve when some members are 
attending via remote means. In particular, members 
who are using teleconferencing services may find 
it challenging to maintain engagement without the 
visual presence of other members and the ability to 
read body language and other non-verbal cues. The 
meeting facilitator must navigate these challenges, 
and seek to ensure that those attending remotely are 
suitably engaged and able to participate as effectively 
as those in the room. 

•	 Security Risks
The Australian Institute of Company Directors (AICD) 
(63) warns organisations they must consider the security 
implications of using digital tools. Whilst many of 
these tools come with security encryption, there are 
still increased risks of commercially sensitive material 
being made accessible through unsecure networks. 
The AICD recommends organisations have a clear and 
up to date policy on online security and complete risk 
assessments as deemed necessary. 

QUOTE FROM SOPHIE GREER, State Director of The Greens (WA)

“

“

Our meetings held on a video 
platform have allowed people to 
attend our meetings more easily: 
we’ve seen greater participation 
from working parents, people 
residing outside of Perth CBD and 
disabled people 
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According to the AICD , ‘A critical element in achieving higher levels of performance and 
effectiveness is a continuing improvement in Board performance and effectiveness. 
To ensure this is occurring, Boards need to adopt a process of rigorous evaluation of 
their performance and that of their Directors’. (64)

TIPS TO EVALUATE THE EFFECTIVENESS OF YOUR 
BOARD MEETING

MEASUREMENT & 
EVALUATION

9

•	 It is common for Boards to undertake formal, 
comprehensive internal Board reviews annually, 
as well as external reviews every few years – 
either by choice, or by regulatory prescription. (65) 

(66)

•	 However, how might a Board monitor its 
effectiveness between these comprehensive 
reviews? One component of a more frequent, 
continuous improvement practice is to evaluate 
the effectiveness of the Board’s key touchpoints 
throughout the year – Board Meetings. Below, 
we focus on some tips on how to approach the 
(more informal) evaluation of the effectiveness 
of Board Meetings. 

•	 Consider The Most Appropriate Party to 
Organise The Evaluation

There are a few options to organise any Board 
evaluation process:
•	 Self-assessment: All members participate and 

evaluate both themselves and each other. This 
may be the best option for small-to-medium 
organisations, and can encourage members to 
speak their minds and build trust. (67)

•	 External assessment: Outside consultants or 
teams may be approached to evaluate a Board 
Meeting – this may be useful if the Board has 
never undertaken an evaluation before, or is 
dealing with an acute issue. An outside consultant 
can bring a broader frame of reference – they can 
often discern key cultural elements that insiders 
have become blinded to (5) (68)

•	 It’s A Process
Any form of Board self-assessment needs to be 
viewed as a process, not a once-off activity. More 
comprehensive assessments of Board Meetings 
should be an ongoing component of the yearly 
calendar, whereas shorter, frequent evaluations 

DEFINITION STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS



23Strategies for a Successful Board Meeting

should receive dedicated time in the regular meeting 
agenda. (67)

•	 The Timing Must Be Right
Any evaluation process should occur at a time where 
the Board has capacity to enact any strategies or 
improvement activities that result from the process. 
There’s no point better understanding opportunities 
to improve without being able to act on them. 

•	 Create ‘In-camera Sessions’ As A Standing 
Agenda Item

In-camera sessions are ‘Director only’ meetings 
without any other guests (Executives, SMEs) to 
the Board Meeting present. Amongst other things, 
scheduling 10-15 minutes for an in-camera session 
at the end of each Board Meeting, creates dedicated 
time for regular feedback on the effectiveness of 
each meeting to be shared. (69)

•	 Don’t Forget To Discuss The Results
Whatever assessment of a Board Meeting is 
undertaken, it is crucial that time is spent discussing 
the results as a team, and aligning on actions to 
take to continue to improve. Some questions that 
Board members may be asked to reflect upon while 
discussing the results could include:
•	 What confirmed what you thought?
•	 What surprised you?
•	 What is troubling?
•	 What is reassuring?
•	 If you were writing a headline for the results, what 

would it be? (68)

•	 Conclude Meetings With Discussion Of A Few 
Open-ended Questions

Regularly facilitating a quick group discussion of the 
effectiveness of the meeting helps to emphasise a 
culture of reflectiveness, openness, and continuous 
improvement. Some questions to consider:
•	 What did we do tonight to further our mission?
•	 Was this meeting effective? Why or why not?
•	 How much of our time was spent reporting on 

the past vs. planning our future? Why?
•	 What could be done to improve the Board 

Meeting? (8)

•	 Consider Progressing To Individual Evaluations
Once a Board is content with the process of its 
review of collective performance during meetings, 
it may process to evaluating its functioning at the 
committee and individual Director and Chairperson 
level. (70)

•	 Agree As A Group On The Metrics For Success 
There should be buy-in from all Board members into 
the agreed metrics by which the Board will measure 
the successfulness of its meetings. Some metrics 
you might consider, include:
•	 Venue and logistics (e.g., timely start/end, choice 

of venue, ratio of Board members to guests)
•	 Board materials (e.g., quality and size of 

Board package, dashBoards, timeliness, 
appropriateness and organisation of information)

•	 Use of time (e.g., allocation by agenda item, 
airtime, who participates and how)

•	 Quality of the discourse (e.g., nature of questions, 
role of Board Chair in facilitating, links to strategic 
plan or mission, amount of administrative detail 
discussed, clarity of decisions and next steps)

•	 Relationships and culture (e.g., preparedness 
of Board members, engagement, interruptions/
disruptions, side conversations, use of 
cellphones, atmosphere of respect and trust, 
generation of continuous improvement ideas).(68)
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Board committees and sub-committees are a useful way of delegating specialist 
work or projects to a group outside of the Board who may be more informed or 
experienced in the matter at hand. This delegation of work provides a level of freedom 
for Boards to focus on more immediate issues and the broader strategic agenda of 
the organisation. 

USE BOARD COMMITTEES TO DELEGATE COMPLEX 
WORK AND BRING IN SPECIALISTS AND EXPERTS

BOARD 
COMMITTEES

10

•	 Carve Off Specialist Or More Complex Work
Sub-committees can assist in reducing the workload 
of not-for-profit Boards by carving off more specialist 
or complex work. Often these sub-committees will 
be Chaired by a sitting Director of the Board, and 
may bring in people from outside the Board who 
have expertise in the area of working being focussed 
on. This allows Board Meetings to focus on a more 
refined and efficient agenda that is not weighted 
down by specialist work best completed by a sub-
committee. (71)

•	 Allow Directors To Develop Projects
Sub-committees can also be utilised to work on 
specific projects. These projects could be managed 
by one or two specific Directors, giving them a sense 
of ownership and additional purpose. This can 
assist Board Directors be more engaged with the 
organisation and during meetings, allowing for more 
successful and productive Board Meetings. 

•	 Bring In New Knowledge, Perspectives And 
Skills

Sub-committees also provide an opportunity to bring 
into the organisation specialist members that provide 
valuable new skills, knowledge and perspectives. 
This can assist with special projects or complex 
work a sub-committee has been engaged to work 
on. The addition of these committee members can 
assist Boards be more informed and insightful when 
working with sub-committees, thus allowing for more 
successful meetings.

•	 Develop Special Interest Groups
Special interest groups can also be formed as sub-
committees of the Board. These groups will typically 
focus on an area or topic that is of importance to the 
organisation or aligns closely with their values. These 
types of groups can assist in Directors in reaffirming 
their passion for the organisation, and can embolden 
the culture of the Board and the organisation. 

THE BASICS



Committees allow the Council to 
bring in external specialists who 
can help guide us on particularly 
complex matters and on ongoing 
issues such as finance, audit and 
risk and public art
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CHALLENGES

•	 Governance
Sub-committees and working groups of the Board 
should have appropriate governance structures in 
place to ensure their mandate and authority is clear. 
Sub-groups without a clear mandate can prove 
difficult to manage for the Board and are likely to be 
less productive.

•	 Resourcing
Sub-committees that bring in ex-officio members 
to work on complex projects may require additional 
resourcing, which should be factored into when the 
Board opts to delegate work to a new or existing sub-
committee. 

•	 Time Commitment 
Sub-committees seek to re-direct work from the 
Board. In doing so, this can create additional 
meetings and commitments for the Board Directors 
engaged in them. It is important for Boards to 
consider the additional time investment required 
when establishing sub-committees and whether the 
time gained in a Board Meeting by deferring work to 
a committee is beneficial in the long-run. 

QUOTE FROM COUNCILLOR BRENDER-A-BRANDIS, CITY OF SOUTH PERTH

“

“
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