




EFFECTIVE BOARDS

• Three characteristics common to the highly effective board 

(community): 

• The willingness to address difficult issues - often those that deal with the 

"big-picture" problems 

• The ability or capacity of the board as a team to deal with these issues

• An effective relationship with professional staff

(John Nalbandian, 1999)



EFFECTIVE BOARDS

Obstacles that are often underestimated by boards and staff:

1. Difficult, big-picture issues that raise questions of competing values, 

which many people are inclined to avoid because of the potential 

conflict involved



AVOIDING THE BIG PICTURE

• Value choices lead to conflict.

•We tend to avoid conflict. 

• Easier to be an ombudsman.



COMPETING VALUES



POLITICAL VALUES*

• Representation

• Efficiency

• Social Equity

• Individual rights

*John Nalbandian



STEPS TO TAKE

• Identify values and understand Board’s role as 

community building

• Identify community dreams/fears

• Build Board’s capacity to deal effectively with big 

issues



A PUBLIC PARADOX

Public officials who bicker are considered uncivil 

and counterproductive.  When public officials get 

along well, they are accused of back scratching and 

suppressing debate.

• “The Politics of Ugliness” Governing, June, 1997



Substantive

How the 

decision is made

How we feel with 

regard to making 

a decision

The “bottom line” stuff.

SATISFACTION TRIANGLE



EFFECTIVE BOARDS

Obstacles that are often underestimated by boards and staff:

2. Governing bodies operate under a set of conditions that impede the hard work it 

takes to focus on the big picture:

• Vague task and role definition 

• No hierarchy 

• No specialization 

• Little feedback or evaluation of performance 

• Open meetings 



MEMBERSHIP AND GROUP FORMATION

• Elections

• Promises



TERMS OF OFFICE AND BOARD LIFE 
CYCLE



AUTHORITY AND POWER RELATIONSHIPS
POLITICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE 

RELATIONSHIP



OPERATING PROCEDURES AND 
PROBLEM SOLVING ENVIRONMENT



STEPS TO TAKE

• Depersonalize issues

• Establish vision and set goals

• Build team expectations and teamwork

• Schedule regular retreats to assess effectiveness

• Develop effective relationship with staff



EFFECTIVE BOARDS

Obstacles that are often underestimated by boards and staff:

3. Ineffective relationships with the staff

• Boards that don’t work as a team

• Unprofessional Staff

• Diverse perspectives of Board and Staff



VISION AND STRATEGIC THINKING

“My responsibility is to get my 25 guys playing for the name on the front 

of the shirt and not the one on the back.”

Tommy Lasorda, Former Manager, Los Angeles Dodgers





STRATEGIC THINKING



VISION AND STRATEGY

• The foundation for a sound Council-Manager-Staff 
relationship begins with a clearly defined long-range vision 
and strategic direction for the organization.

• “Legacy value” of big-picture focus 



CLARIFY OF ROLES, GOALS AND 
EXPECTATIONS 

Research indicates that the primary cause of dysfunction in boards 

(and the board/staff relationship) is a lack of clarity in roles, 

goals and expectations



ROLES 

•Understand

•Negotiate

•Respect

•Assess



Mission

Policy

Administration

Management

Board’s Sphere

Manager’s Sphere

Determine “purpose,” scope of 

services, tax level, constitution 

issues

Pass ordinances; approve new 

projects an programs; ratify 

budget

Make implementing decisions 

(e.g., site selection); handle 

complaints; oversee 

administration

Suggest management changes 

to manager; review 

organization’s performance in 

manager’s appraisal

Advise (what city “can” do may 

influence what it “should” do); 

analyze conditions and trends

Make recommendations on all 

decisions; formulate budget; 

determine service distribution 

formula

Establish practices and 

procedures and make decisions 

for implementing policy

Control the human, material & 

informational resources of 

organization to support policy 

and administrative functions

Source:  Jim Svara, Dichotomy and Duality:   Reconceptualizing the Relationship between Policy and Administration in Board-Manager Cities, Public 

Administration Review, Vol. 45, No. 1, pp 221 – 232)

WHERE TO DRAW THE 
“LINE”



COMPLEMENTARY ROLES
( C O MP L I ME NTS  O F  J I M  S VA R A )

Robert Root-Bernstein: "Crystallization: Levo, Meso, and Dextro", 60 x 24 inches, paper construction, 2002



When goals are clearly defined and assigned (goals/organization), you can determine effectiveness.  When resources are clearly set and 

staff/contract/volunteers properly assigned (fiscal/personnel), you can measure efficiency.  When rules and processes are developed and feedback and 

report systems (procedures/information), you can establish control without “over controlling”, “meddling” or “micromanaging”.
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Effectiveness Efficiency Control From Local Government Policy-Making 

Process, MRSC of Washington, used 

with permission.

LOCAL GOVERNANCE 
SYSTEM



LEVELS OF DECISION MAKING 
FRAMEWORK

Upshaw – UNC School of Government



IMPORTANCE OF ROLE CLARITY



ROLES…..



John Nalbandian





DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES:
COUNCIL - STAFF

 Representatives vs. Experts

 Problem-solving Approaches

 Playing the game vs. solving the problem

 Story-telling vs. Reports:  

 “What do you hear?” vs. “What do you know?

 Role of city manager/key staff as translator

 Conflict, compromise, change vs. harmony, cooperation, continuity

(Nalbandian, 1999)







EXPECTATIONS



EXPECTATIONS



EXPECTATIONS OF STAFF AND BOARDS

Questions for the Board:

• What do WE expect of the Staff?

• What should the Staff expect of US?



EXPECTATIONS OF STAFF AND BOARDS

Questions for the Staff:

• What do WE expect of the Board?

• What should the Board expect of US?



SAMPLE OF BOARD’S EXPECTATIONS OF 
STAFF

• Don’t cause us embarrassment

• Give us accurate and current data

• Leave personal bias out of reports; arguments should   stand on own merits

• Provide guidance when requested

• Provide short, well-written reports

• Provide several options when suggesting possible   solutions to a problem

• Present requested information in a timely manner

• Show us how to avoid known pitfalls of recurring issues

• Be accessible

• Be respectful regardless of how you feel personally

• Keep us equally informed;  do not show favoritism 

• Provide historical continuity where appropriate



SAMPLE OF BOARD’S EXPECTATIONS OF 
STAFF

• Be fair in dealing with us- don’t automatically assume  citizen is right and staff 

is wrong

• Read the material we have proposed

• Ask questions

• Examine all the facts and make the best possible decision

• Give criticism privately when appropriate

• Give public praise when and where appropriate

• If you make a decision based on politics, help us understand



DEVELOP AND HOLD TO PROTOCOLS, 
FORMAL PRACTICES AND PROCEDURES

• Formal Practices and Procedures that Can Minimize 

Conflict

• Protocols – ground rules on how to work together

• Protocols should answer:

• How do you want to be treated? 

• How do you think you should treat others? 

• How do others think you want to be treated? 

• How will we resolve conflicts? 

• Samples available…



COMMENTS/DISCUSSION ON 
PROTOCOLS

•What’s working?

• What do we do well? 

• What exists – both formally and informally?

•What could we do better?

•What’s missing?

•What needs action?



COMMUNICATION



COMMUNICATE

•Discussion:

• What’s working?

• What do we do well?

• What could we do better?

• What’s missing?

• What needs action?



ESTABLISH AND MAINTAIN TRUST

You may be deceived if you trust too much, but you will live 

in torment if you don't trust enough. 

– Frank Crane, American minister and author



ESTABLISH AND MAINTAIN TRUST

1. Lead by Example

2. Communicate Openly

3. Know Each Other Personally

4. Don't Place Blame

5. Discourage Cliques

6. Discuss Trust Issues

See more at: http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/building-trust-

team.htm#sthash.J4rdOFYo.dpuf



STEPS TO TAKE

• Team building

• Invest in professionalism

• Become aware of differences between Board and 

staff perspectives

• Develop and encourage translator role.



THE ANSWERS ARE IN THE ROOM…



QUESTIONS

?


