
 
 

TOOLS OF ENGAGEMENT 

 

 

Board Officers and Committees: What Structure Works Best? 

There is a saying that goes. “When you’ve seen one board – you’ve seen one board.”  And that is very 

true.  However, there are some standard practices that you should consider in your governance 

structure - from choosing board officers to establishing board committees.  Here's are some guidelines 

about the structure of nonprofit boards. 

Choosing board officers  
 

A well-functioning board of directors or trustees is essential to the health and sustainability of a 

nonprofit. Most organizations have least four officer positions; these should be defined in your 

organization's bylaws or by board policy: 

 Chair or president 

 Vice chair or vice president 

 Secretary 

 Treasurer 

Board chair or president 

The board chair oversees the work of the board and the organization's senior management team. 

The chair also works closely with the chief executive to make sure board resolutions and objectives 

are carried out. Additional responsibilities include: 

 Presiding over all board meetings, ensuring every board member has a voice 
 Appointing all committee chairs and recommending committee members 
 Working with the chief executive in preparing agendas for board meetings 
 Coordinating the chief executive's annual performance evaluation 
 Working with the governance committee to recruit and orient new board members 
 Serving as an alternate spokesperson for the organization 
 Working with the governance committee in assessing board members’ performance 

Vice chair or vice president 

The vice chair is also a vital part of the leadership team. The vice chair carries out special 

assignments as requested by the chair and fills in for the board chair if necessary. 

Secretary 

The secretary attends all board meetings and is responsible for maintaining complete and accurate 

meeting minutes. The secretary is also tasked with monitoring compliance with the organization's 

bylaws and charitable regulations in your state. 

Treasurer 

The treasurer keeps track of the organization's financial condition and typically serves as the chair of 

the finance committee. He or she must understand financial accounting for nonprofit organizations 

and work with the executive director or chief executive to ensure that appropriate financial reports 

are made available to the board on a timely basis. The treasurer also reviews the annual audit and 

answers board member questions about the audit. 
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Establishing board committees 
 

The board of directors accomplishes much of its work through committees.  These committees, which 

undertake the work delegated by the board, also make recommendations to the board for discussion 

and action. Common standing committees include: 

 Governance committee. Formerly known as the nominating committee, this group recruits and 

orients new board members and develops ongoing educational opportunities for the entire 

board.  It ensures the board is functioning well and is responsible for implementing annual 

and/or periodic assessment of the board as a whole 

 Finance and/or audit and risk committee. This group reviews the organization's financial 

statements on a regular basis, reporting the status at Board meeting.  It also reviews accounting 

policies and internal financial controls. It works with the organization's audit firm, reviews the 

auditor's reports and makes the board aware of key risks facing the charity — and the strategies 

for dealing with risks.  Sometimes the Investment Committee is a subcommittee of this group. 

 Fundraising Committee:  This committee is responsible for developing a fundraising strategy 

(often in concert with the Executive Director or Development Officer if there is on) and also sees 

that the strategies are carried out and that every board member is engaged in the fundraising 

process in some way. 

 Mission/Program Committee:  This is the committee that ensures the organization’s programs 

and services are consistent with its mission and delivering the impact the organization seeks.  

While, it does not get involved in the day-to-day operations of programs, all new programs 

should come before this committee, as well as programs the organization is considering 

eliminating. 

The three-committee model 

Because of the concern that committees can multiply and become difficult to manage, some nonprofits 

have adopted a model that consists of just three committees: 

 Governance committee. As expected, this committee recruits new members, conducts 

orientation, produces board materials, and evaluates the performance of the board itself. 

 Internal affairs committee. This group handles all internal and operational issues related to 

finance, investments, capital acquisitions, human resource policy/compensation and facilities. 

 External affairs committee. All external issues, including fundraising, advocacy, board member 

ambassadorship, community outreach and marketing, are the responsibility of this group. 

The three-committee approach has various advantages: 

 Each board member only needs to serve on one committee at a time 

 Fewer committees means fewer committee meetings, which translates to less work for staff and 

fewer demands on board members — and more time to focus on strategies rather than tactics.  

 Because of their small number and the direct tie to the leadership of the board, the 

accountability lines of the three committees are clearer 



 
 

TOOLS OF ENGAGEMENT 

 

 Board meetings can be organized around reports from the three committees, reinforcing the 

importance of their work 

The downfall of the three-committee model is that Internal Affairs can potentially overstep its 

governance responsibilities and get into the day-to-day operations.  For this to work, the board must 

be extremely disciplined in separating board work (governance) from operations (management). 

Using ad hoc committee or task forces 

The board may appoint ad hoc committees, or task forces, as needed. These committees are different 

from standing committees because they're time-limited and restricted to a specific task. They are 

typically created to oversee specific projects, such as strategic planning, compensation surveys, a capital 

campaign, or a CEO transition.   

Selecting committee members 

Committee size depends on the needs of the board and the organization. A common sense assessment 

of how many people are needed to carry out the committee's work. 

Committee members should be selected based on their experience, skills and interests. For example, a 

board member with an accounting background would likely be a good fit for the finance committee. 

However, do not assume that because of their finance background they want to serve on the finance 

committee.  Board members contribute best if they are engaged and interested in the work they do.  

Every board member should serve on at least one but not more than two committees or task forces. 

Board committees may also include non-board members, such as fundraising or your mission 

committee.  Task Forces typically include non-board members. 

As with individual board members, committees and task forces should be given written statements of 

their responsibilities, guidelines and goals.  

 


