
By Chris Borthwick, thinker in residence, Our Community

A good not-for-profit board chair, if you consult 
the relevant literature, combines the leadership 
skills of Alexander the Great, the inspiration of 
Martin Luther King, and the self-sacrifice of St. 
Francis of Assisi. 

This makes the average person – someone with 
the self-sacrifice of whoever used the last of 
the milk and didn’t replace it – feel that the job’s 
going to be beyond them. That’s why so many 
people run a mile when board members come 
sniffing around, and that’s why we end up with so 
many chairs who combine the self-sacrifice of 
Eddie Obeid, the inspiration of Mark Latham, and 
the leadership skills of Pooh Bear.

If chairing a board required transcendent virtues, 
we wouldn’t have many boards. 

As it is, we’ve got 600,000 across Australia, and 
all things considered they work surprisingly well. 

The job of the chair/president includes:
• Running the meetings
• Riding herd on the board
• Keeping the organisation focused on its goals
• Representing the organisation to others.
A smoothly working board is best for the 
organisation and easiest for the chair. If you as 
chair are feeling overworked, underappreciated, 
frustrated or enraged, you’re doing it wrong. 

The whole point of having an organisation is to 
spread the load around and remove any need for 
a superhero. In this edition we tell you how.
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Delegate tasks
The trap: The division of labour in the average 
not-for-profit organisation is ambiguous and 
ill-defined. In practice, this means everybody 
is going to try to unload all their work onto your 
shoulders. The better you are, the more people 
think of you first. You’re the one person in the 
organisation who’s supposed to know what’s 
going on in all areas – it’s not far from there to 
making you do everything.

The remedy: Get in first. Place real responsibility 
on to the other officebearers. Don’t forget the 
deputy chair, who usually gets a straightforward 
sinecure. Make them work for it – give them 
the job (with the secretary) of prepping for the 
meetings and chasing people up afterwards. 

Assign firm responsibility for every item on 
the agenda to a named board member. If 
it’s too much work for one person, set up a 
subcommittee. Anything you haven’t assigned 
reverts back to you. Don’t let this happen. 

Recruit people
The trap: If there’s one trick not-for-profit board 
members learn very quickly, it’s that if you stuff 
something up often enough and badly enough, 
people will eventually stop asking you to do it. 
If you allow this to happen, your delegating will 
unroll until all the jobs are back with you. To move 
people you have to be able to make meaningful 
threats, and as board members generally aren’t 
paid, the only possible threat is to bounce them 
from the board. And you can’t do that unless you 
have someone else ready and willing to step in. 

The remedy: Keep a recruitment committee 
active, and keep feeding it candidates. This is the 
bit of ‘being a public face for the organisation’ 
that makes your life easier. It’s work, but it’s less 
work than soldiering on while putting up with 
deadheads and malcontents. Having backup 
keeps the board members on their toes and 
makes it easier to replace them if they still don’t 
shape up. Recruit good board candidates, and 
then recruit ordinary members to vote them in at 
your AGM. 

Get it in writing
The trap: Nothing drains your drive and 
dedication to the mission faster than continually 
adjudicating petty pointless squabbles between 
board members on procedural issues. At best, 
you have to take a lot of decisions that should 
have been settled at a lower level: at worst, you’re 
left with a legacy of bad feeling and people 
resenting your authority.

The remedy: Get policies in place so that 
everything doesn’t have to be litigated from first 
principles every time an argument comes up. As 
a first step, download the ICDA Policy Bank and 
pass it to a policy subcommittee to adapt to your 
own circumstances. 

Know your limitations
The trap: The chair can easily drift into the 
position of being the grownup in a group of 
adolescents. The board acknowledges your 
authority, and certainly won’t put forward 
alternatives, but complains bitterly behind your 
back about everything you do and develops an 
attitude of passive-aggressive opposition. This is 
no fun; ask any parent. 

The remedy: You’re not chair because you’re 
smarter than the others, or more leader-like, or 
more charismatic. You’re chair because you had 
the numbers. As far as the law is concerned, the 
chair is just another board member, only with a 
pen to sign the minutes. So don’t make it about 
you. People who voted for you once will vote for 
you twice: use that. Wherever possible, settle a 
dispute by a snap hands-up vote. Spread the 
responsibility.

As a corollary to this, if you consistently lose 
votes like that, you’re probably not going to enjoy 
being chair very much. Step down. Know where 
your last straw is, and make sure everybody 
else knows too. That’s your ultimate power, and 
waving it around will win you some important 
arguments – if you’re not bluffing. 

As Chris Borthwick says, "if you're feeling overworked ... 
you're doing it wrong".

https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/policybank/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
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Take a leaf from our book: The Not-for-profit Year: Good advice 
on governance, management, marketing, fundraising and life. 

1. Define the purpose
The key to successfully chairing a meeting is 
to be absolutely clear about the purpose of 
the meeting. In order to know the purpose of a 
meeting there has to be some thinking about 
priorities and the decisions that need to be 
made – so the chair needs to know the meeting 
agenda inside-out well before the meeting starts. 

2. Clarify the rules
Ensure that everyone knows the rules of the 
meeting. Is it a formal or an informal meeting? 
Will decisions be made through consensus, or 
will a formal voting procedure be followed? 
Whichever style of meeting is chosen and agreed 
upon, it is the chair's job to maintain consistency 
throughout the meeting. 

3. Switch into neutral
As a chair you must remain neutral at all times. 
If there is an item on the agenda about which 
you feel strongly, ask someone else to take the 
chair for that agenda item so that you are able to 
participate more freely in the debate. 

Introduce each agenda item with a brief 
summary of the background and then quickly 
pass on to someone else. 

4. Deal with diversity
Ensure that everyone has an opportunity to 
speak, including people from non-English-
speaking backgrounds and those who may have 
some disability that prevents them from jumping 
in and speaking quickly. The meeting, and the 
organisation, will reap the benefits. 

Hot tips for the hot seat 

Don’t let others hold you back as the chair. Picture: Chris Breeze/Flickr

Good chairs
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5. Keep your hands on the reins
Be democratic, but stay in control. If someone 
wants to dominate or divert the agenda and is 
derailing a meeting, it’s up to the chair to bring 
them to order. 

No matter how rattled you may feel, keep the 
purpose at the forefront of your mind. 

Drop your shoulders, breathe evenly and speak 
in a calm, low voice. Acknowledge the interjector 
by name, be polite and show that you’re listening. 
Don’t put them down. 

6. Communicate respect
As mentioned, the chair should acknowledge 
all members by name. A good chair practices 
active listening and is able to acknowledge 
speakers using appropriate signals, and clarify or 
summarise their points when necessary. 

7. Break deadlocks
When a topic has been fully discussed, the chair 
should summarise the main points and put the 
item to the meeting for a decision or a vote. 

If you feel that an item is far more complex than 
anticipated, don’t just let it run over time. You can 
extend the time for the item, refer it to a working 
group for a report at the next meeting, or set up 
an extraordinary meeting of the entire board to 
deal with the item. If an item is causing too much 
heat and not progressing, it’s probably wise to 
choose one of the last two options to give people 
time to gather their thoughts.

Whichever option you decide on, you’ll need 
to stop the discussion on the agenda item, 
summarise what’s happened and ask the 
meeting to approve your proposal. 

The Not-for Profit Year will be published later in 
2017, but keep reading Board Builder for details.

MORE HELP
Help sheets: Office holder responsibilities

Article: Becoming a better chair

Expert advice: The wisdom of the chairs (Board 
Builder, Ed 6, 2016)

You've got to work together if you want to make 
beautiful music.

https://goo.gl/GyFhGj
https://goo.gl/kf7NdU
https://goo.gl/rWnn3M
https://goo.gl/rWnn3M
https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/financial/financial_article.jsp?articleId=3568&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
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Bad chairs

Anyone who’s served on a 
board will know that not all 
chairs are perfect.
In fact, some chairs are worse than imperfect.
Some chairs are lazy, rude, biased, ineffective, 
uncommunicative, unconstitutional, borderline 
shonky, or all of the above. And you’ve come 
to the end of your patience. Something has to 
be done. But what?  If you need help fast, flip 
to our decision matrix at the end of this article, 
otherwise, read on.

1. Diplomacy
As a first step, then, go and talk to the chair. Talk 
to them, don’t write them a letter. Tactfully set out 
what you find problematic, and what you’d like 
to see remedied. Be prepared to compromise, or 
negotiate, or offer to help. Give them a chance 
to explain themselves, or excuse themselves, or 
promise to reform, without being humiliated or 
losing face or going on the record. 

As this may involve standing up to a bully, you 
mightn’t want to put your hand up for it; but if you 
don’t, you might as well stand down now. It’s only 
going to get harder from here. 

2. Politics
If the chair won’t change any of their habits, 
despite your entreaties, you can appeal to the 
board as a whole. As a single member, you have 
no powers at all that are different from those 
of any other member of the organisation, save 
that of being present at board meetings. Neither, 
however, does the chair. The chair is a creature 
of the board, and must do what the board tells 
them. Write down the things you want done 
differently, and the reasons why you think that 
would be a good thing, and put them in as a 
supporting paper for a board motion. 

2.1 Losing the vote
If the board votes that motion down, you should 
consider your options carefully. If the board is 
going in a direction you don’t approve, you’re still 
not free to oppose it publicly. 

Board solidarity requires that losers accept the 
legitimacy of the vote. This is not the parliament; 
there is no loyal opposition. Furthermore, you’re 
still legally responsible for what happens, whether 
you voted for it or not – and if you’re worried 
about the finances, there’s a very, very small 
chance that this may have legal consequences. 

If you don’t have the board on your side, your next 
option is to change the board. This would involve 
standing a new ticket at the next Annual General 
Meeting – or, if you’re in a mad hurry, at a Special 
General Meeting. The secretary has to allow you 
to send out your documentation. Bear in mind, 
though, that two can play at this game, and you’ll 
need to be either pretty persuasive or willing to 
branch-stack vigorously. 

And if that doesn’t work? You don’t want to resign, 
obviously. You joined up because you wanted to 
pursue the organisation’s mission, and that’s still 
as important as it ever was. But if you can’t stop 
the organisation from going off on the wrong 
track, you have to ask yourself whether you might 
be better off leaving and trying to work for the 
same ends in another way – by starting up your 
own organisation, if it comes to that. 

Bums on chairs

How are you going to deal with an uncooperative 
chair? Picture: unsplash.com

By Chris Borthwick
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2.2. Winning the vote
If you win the vote, and the chair is a good 
sport about it, then all is well. If, however, the 
problem you’re trying to fix is that the chair is 
ignoring the directives of the board, you may 
have to go further than this. You may want to 
look at removing the chair constitutionally. Get 
out your constitution and look at the procedures 
for removing board members. You’ll find, I can 
say with some confidence, that they’re slow and 
convoluted, allowing a delinquent chair many 
opportunities to oppose, appeal and delay. It 
may just be easier to wait for the AGM. 

If you can’t wait, an alternative approach is to 
place restrictions on the chair by a board vote. 
You can remove their authority to sign cheques, 
for example, or to make commitments on 
behalf of the organisation, or even to officiate 
at meetings; you can at the beginning of every 
session simply hold a vote and have the vice-
chair take over. If you have the numbers, you can 
do this1.

3. Law
Let’s be clear; whatever has to be done has to 
be done by you. You, personally. You cannot 
pass this particular buck to anyone else. More 
specifically, you cannot pass it up the line to the 
regulator – not to the ACNC, not to ASIC, not to 
the registrar of associations. The chair’s actions 
may be in flagrant breach of tradition, propriety, 
common sense, board policy, or the constitution 
itself. It doesn’t matter. Unless actual financial 
peculation is involved, and you have good 
evidence of that,2 nobody will touch it, for the 
good and sufficient reason that it’s a matter of 
contract law, not general law. 

The chair’s duties and the chair’s powers and 
the chair’s responsibilities are specified, if they 
are specified, in the constitution, which is an 
agreement freely entered into between you, the 
chair, and the organisation; you are the only 
people who have an interest in it, and you are the 
only person who can sort it3.

4. Culture
As the old Chinese sage had it, the most 
successful battle is the one you don’t have to 
fight. A situation where the board is at odds with 
the chair has already gone a long way down a 
bad path. You should be able to maintain an 
organisational culture where the chair works 
closely with the board and isn’t able to go off on 
frolics of their own, where the board knows what 
methods and what attitudes are unacceptable, 
where safeguards are in place against financial 
risk. If your group is working as it should, you’ll 
never need to use these tools. Try for that.  

1 Unless the role of the chair is actually specified in 
the constitution, in which case it may be back to 
branch-stacking before the next AGM. 

2 If you do have such evidence, go to the police. 
After that, inform the ACNC. And – the laws of libel 
being what they are – don’t mention it to another 
soul. 

3 That said, it is in fact possible to get a lawyer 
and take it to the magistrates’ court. This is 
preferable to the old Japanese method of seeking 
redress of grievances, which was to commit hara-
kiri on the doorstep of the person who was giving 
you trouble, but only just. 

Act before a wayward chair takes you down the 
garden path. Picture: Wonderlane, Flickr

https://www.flickr.com/photos/wonderlane/13067014944/in/photolist-kUFSi7-4xU5Vx-nxLXbA-3qdZbR-f9f45W-oppLGG-efEDFH-4y86Fc-h1dRzx-6GaTap-epqJ9e-f9eYHE-6YQgTL-6Praag-76u3R2-81wsRB-5B6z88-dC6Tdr-56ZY1a-dqz57-brcbwK-oaBLC-haocsM-cdnDDy-7xd8Bx-fBhK1b-67QLaQ-bps
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MORE HELP
Help sheet: Qualities of good leadership

Best behaviour: What makes a great chair? (Board Builder, Ed 5, 2016)

Meeting help: Handling the AGM

Difficulties: Board troubleshooting help

Forum discussion: How to remove a committee member

All is well 
on the 
board

Chair 
giving 
trouble

Talk to 
them

Chair 
reforms

Chair digs 
in

Chair still 
giving 
trouble

Go to the 
board

Board and 
chair still 

giving 
trouble

Leave

Board 
overrules 

chair

Board 
and chair 

giving 
trouble

Go to an 
election

New board 
overrules 

chair

Board 
restricts 

chair

Board games: how to deal with a difficult chair

https://goo.gl/tWVmAe
https://goo.gl/qQcXXh
https://goo.gl/5TEY5N
https://goo.gl/VFQ9yb
https://goo.gl/8zzoYz
https://www.fundingcentre.com.au/subscribe?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
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Where do you start when 
it comes to introducing 
Holly Ransom, a graduate 
of our Diploma of Business 
(Governance)?
Holly might be just 27, but already she has led 
large-scale change in the corporate, not-for-
profit and government worlds; has become CEO 
of her own company (Emergent Solutions); has 
been asked by the Prime Minister to chair the G20 
Youth Summit; has authored a paper on youth 
entrepreneurs and jobs for the United Nations; 
has been named among the “100 Women of 
Influence”; counts Virgin entrepreneur Richard 
Branson as a supporter; has been elected as 
the world’s youngest Rotary president; and has 
delivered a peace charter to the Dalai Lama.

Did we mention that she was a top-10 finisher 
for her age group in her most recent Ironman 
(3.8km swim, 42km run and 180km ride)? 

Oh, and she’s on the board of the Port Adelaide 
AFL team, as their youngest ever director, and sits 
on the board of other not-for-profits, government 
entities, and private companies.

It’s a defining characteristic of this dynamic 
operator that where others see barriers, Holly 
sees challenge and opportunity. And it’s that 
attitude that saw her speaking about leading 
change at our 2016 Communities in Control 
conference. 

Holly overflows with insights about transforming 
organisations and how to tackle resistance, 
outmoded attitudes, limited resources and a 
rapidly changing world. 

Board Builder spoke to her about the challenges 
for not-for-profit directors.

BB: Tell us about one of the big challenges 
for community groups.

HR: One thing we’re dealing with across the 
board is the disintegration of trust. We’re 
fortunate in the community space to be facing 
that far less than those in corporate and 
government sectors. 

But just being an institutional name or having 
worked in the space for 50 years doesn’t buy us 
the credibility in the community that it once did. 

What does buy you credibility is continued 
commitment to asking: “Who am I seeking to 
serve? What does that mean I need to deliver? 
And how do we finance and build the partners ... 
to be able to support the delivery of that?”

BB: But how can community groups deliver 
with limited resources?

HR: It’s very easy to sit there and say, “Oh, but ...” 
and list all the reasons why you can’t move, or do 
things differently, or change up the way you work. 

The core for every organisation is: What’s our 
mission? What are we here to achieve? What’s 
the best way we can deliver on that mission? 
And, understanding that as the community 
evolves, as the people we’re seeking to support 
evolve — our operation has to evolve as well.

You don’t need to be working on “x scale” to have 
an impact, it’s just critical that you’re thinking 
about how you are resourceful with what you’re 
capable of, and you’re looking for inspiration. 

Where others see barriers, young entrepreneur and 
community director Holly Ransom sees opportunity.

Graduate profile

Get out of your comfort zone
By our journalist, Matthew Schulz

https://www.communitiesincontrol.com.au/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
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That might be from other industries, or from other 
parts of the not-for-profit sector.

Another sensitive topic in the community 
landscape is (the) enormous number of non-
profits within Australia — we’ve got about 
650,000. There are opportunities to think how 
some of those merge, how joint ventures are 
stepped into, and how you collaborate ... with 
government or corporate groups.

BB: What can community directors achieve 
that others can’t?

HR: The amazing thing about being a community 
director is the opportunity to have an enormous 
impact, and support, for an issue that you 
really passionately care about. They have the 
opportunity to think about creative ways of 
leveraging resources and being able to garner 
support, and deliver services or advocacy — 
whatever the role of a particular community 
organisation — to be able to drive impact, and lift 
the standards of living in our community.

Community directors (and) the organisations 
themselves are closer to the issues, and tend to 
have a more direct interaction with the people 
that they're seeking to support.

BB: How did doing the Ironman change your 
thinking?

HR: For me it was wanting to sink my teeth into 
an audacious challenge and see if I could pull 
something like that off; having only decided to 
pull the trigger on racing 100 days out, at a time 
when I probably couldn’t have run 10km, and 
hadn’t been on a bike for five or six years.

But that’s often the landscape you can find 
yourself in. You could have been newly appointed 
to an organisation, and you’ve have an ambitious 
target for the first 100 days in the hot seat, as a 
new CEO or chair of the board. 

How do you go on that journey of rapidly 
transforming your reality? What does it feel like? 
What are the strategies you need to employ? 
What is the psychology you work through?

And can you pull something like that off, when 
it’s completely out of your comfort zone or even 
sphere of possibility at the start?

It’s honestly one of the best things I’ve ever done 
in terms of the learning curve around resilience, 
motivation and understanding an entirely new 
subject matter. 

Getting comfortable with uncertainty in a “stretch 
environment”, particularly when the world is 
changing so rapidly, is a core competency that I 
think all directors need to build.

BB: Why did you decide to do the diploma?

HR: I’m blessed to call Carol Schwartz (chair 
of Our Community) one of my mentors. She’s 
someone whose impact across every sector is an 
enormous source of inspiration. 

I’m a big believer in sitting at the feet of people 
you admire, and asking: “What can I do to 
improve and grow my ability to have a positive 
impact in the spheres I’m working in and the 
community I live in and love?” 

And Carol’s big suggestion — particularly since I 
was a director on a number of non-profit boards 
— was to take the diploma on. 

You’ll get the opportunity to build a network of 
community directors. You’ll have the ability to 
have some focussed time under the guidance of 
a really experienced facilitator; going through the 
nature of different challenges and responsibilities 
you need to be alive to, and need to be able to 
handle and think through. And this program is 
tailored to the needs of community organisations 
and community directors. 

BB: How did you find the time to do it?

HR: I would say while it’s great to be busy in an 
organisation, it’s critical that every year you’re 
building your capacity to have more impact, 
and to deepen your understanding and your 
contribution.

If you’re picking up this magazine, you’re probably 
the sort of person who is thinking: “What can I be 
doing this year, to ensure that our organisation is 
able to think through the challenge we’re going 
through, or maximise the opportunity we have?”

 
MORE INFO
Podcast: Hear more of this interview

Watch: Holly on mastering the Ironman

Follow @HollyRansom | Emergent Global 

The Diploma of Business (Governance) is 
Australia’s only approved diploma-level 
governance qualification. Details here

https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/carol_schwartz?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/carol_schwartz?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=7240&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=7240&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
https://twitter.com/HollyRansom
http://emergent.global/
https://goo.gl/oQ1C2N


https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/courses/?articleId=5903&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
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If you’re not close to your funder, you could be missing out. 
Picture: Pixabay

Survey results

EARLY analysis of the latest Grants in Australia 2017 research 
study – commissioned by Our Community’s Innovation Lab 
and based on data that many Board Builder readers supplied 
– shows there are plenty of things you can do right now to 
improve your grantseeking.
From simply allowing yourself more time so you 
can finish more of your applications (and meet 
those deadlines) to keeping up the pressure on 
grantmakers to give you decent feedback, these 
top 10 actions should help you get better results.

The survey, the biggest of its type in Australia, 
is part of an ongoing research project that 
charts the development of grants from the 
grantseeking community’s perspective. 

The survey, the ninth since 2006, draws on the 
views of 1227 grantseekers across the country. 
The full results will be released later this month.

This year’s analysis has undergone a major 
overhaul to cement the status of the survey as 

the most comprehensive and useful overview of 
the grantmaking sector available.

Our Community data scientist Joost van 
der Linden has used new methods and 
programming tools to interrogate information 
gathered over the four months to February this 
year, and analysis of previous results.

“We’ve always had this data, but these 
techniques mean we’ve got much greater value 
from the information,” Joost says.

While the landmark Grants in Australia 2017 
research report is in the final stages of editing, 
already the study has revealed clear patterns in 
the behaviour of successful grantseekers. 

Ten things grantseekers 
must do now
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Here are 10 things you can do right now to improve your grantseeking.

1. Don’t waste your time and effort: get your forms in
A huge amount of time is being wasted on applications that are started then 
abandoned. More than half (54%) of the organisations we surveyed said they’d 
started an application that they didn’t end up submitting. On the flipside of that trend, 
grantseekers who’d won six or more grants boasted the lowest rates of unsubmitted 
applications. Among those groups that failed to submit an application, 38% cited 
“running out of time” as the main reason. 

The takeaway: start early; hit the deadline

2. Do the reading (make sure you’re eligible)
Another reason grantseekers cited for not getting their forms in was discovering that 
they were ineligible or that the program was unsuitable. 

The takeaway: the work you do early on to make sure you tick all the boxes will 
save you time later. 

3. Build your relationships with grantmakers
Successful grantseekers are much more likely than unsuccessful grantseekers to 
form relationships with grantmakers. Almost 80% of groups that won six or more 
grants in the past 12 months said they had “sometimes” or “often” developed a 
connection with their grantmaker. 

The takeaway: Pick up the phone.

4. You’ve got to be in it to win it
It’s clear from the survey results that those who apply for more grants get more 
grants. It seems obvious, but the message is clear.

The takeaway: apply for more, get more. 

5. Ask for help 
The study shows that larger organisations are more likely than smaller organisations 
to seek help from a grantmaker, while small groups much more frequently cite lack 
of knowledge about funds, and lack of expertise and training, as reasons for failing to 
apply for more grants.

The takeaway: There’s no shame in asking for help. If you need information, ask 
for it. If you need training, get it. (We can help.)

6. Ask grantmakers to help you improve 
Grantseekers have continually highlighted a lack of feedback from grantmakers 
as a key problem. And while the proportion of grantmakers rated as “bad” in this 
department has dropped over the past decade, the figure still hovers above 50%.  
The good news is grantmakers are improving. 

The takeaway: Keep asking for feedback. Your good-natured advocacy will help 
keep that trendline moving upward. 

https://www.ourcommunity.com.au/training/training_main.jsp?utm_source=ourcommunity.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing


7. Tell grantmakers how they can do better 
This brings us to giving feedback to grantmakers about their performance. Our 
research shows that where grantseekers are given the chance to comment on 
performance, about 80% are confident the funders will take action. 

The takeaway: If you’re asked for feedback, grasp the opportunity. Be constructive 
and offer practical solutions for grantmakers who need to lift their game. 

8. Push to be paid to measure your results 
It’s clear that grantmakers’ enthusiasm for outcomes measurement is not matched 
by their enthusiasm for funding it, with grantseekers still overwhelmingly funding their 
own outcomes measurement. If your funder wants “evidence-based” practice, it can’t 
hurt to ask them to cover your costs in producing the evidence. 

The takeaway: Include in your budget proposal an evaluation component. If the 
grantmaker wants it, they should be prepared to help fund it. 

9. Brace for an online future
Grantseekers continue to favour online electronic forms, with about 60% preferring 
these to offline (i.e. fillable PDFs and Word documents) electronic forms. Support for 
hard copy forms and other types of applications is negligible. Survey respondents 
told us they like having the ability to save partially completed forms, to reduce their 
environmental impact, and to get an instant receipt when an application is lodged. 
Frustrations continue however, with poor form design and function.

The takeaway: When applying for a grant (by whatever method), take notes 
about what’s working and what’s not. Look for opportunities to provide that 
feedback to the grantmaker at the end of the process. 

10.Read our report, and benchmark yourself
If you want a better idea of how the best grantseekers are performing, and the 
challenges facing those supplying the funds, we urge you to look closely at the study 
and benchmark yourself against similar organisations, to see how well you’re faring.

The takeaway: Keep your eye out for the full report, which will hit your inboxes 
very soon. 

Benchmark: Compare your grants performance

More research: Past Grants in Australia results 

https://goo.gl/AVuWnJ
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=6857&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
https://business-insurance.aon.com.au/Associations/oc.aspx?utm_source=NFP&utm_medium=edm&utm_campaign=OC&utm_term=edmext_ad&utm_content=OClaunch
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You've got to be in it to win it, 
right? Wrong. And here's the 
proof.
Billions of dollars in grants are disbursed in 
Australia each year, yet grantseekers are 
spending precious time applying for funding 
they'll never get.

New figures from our studies show at least 54% of 
applicants have pulled out of a grant application 
before finishing it.

And of those who've pulled the plug, 43% have 
done so after realising they were ineligible in the 
first place.

The finding comes from Our Community's latest 
Grants in Australia 2017 research report, the 
biggest of its type in Australia, and currently 
being analysed by data scientist Joost van der 
Linden.

It reveals not-for-profit groups are effectively 
wasting millions of dollars worth of effort, simply 
by not applying for the right grants.

The 43% can broken down into two groups: 
16% who realised they didn't fit the eligibility 
requirements only after they'd started filling out 
the forms; and 27% who ditched their applications 
part-way after realising "the program wasn't right 
for us".

Not surprisingly, 38% cited "running out of time" as 
a reason for pulling out, and significant numbers 
found the application forms too hard (6%) or too 
long (4%).

"We couldn't see whole application form before 
commencing, then after spending a long time 
on it, discovered a reason we could not apply 
towards the end of the process - a real time 
waste," one survey respondent said.

Anecdotal evidence indicates that in most cases, 
however, grantseekers have to accept most of 
the blame for not understanding the criteria.

The Institute of Community Directors Australia 
(ICDA) recently heard from a suburban cricket 
coach stumped by an application.

The coach had tried to bowl a funder over with 
a well-wrought pitch for a sports grant, only to 
realise as he prepared to lodge the application 
that coaching wasn't eligible for funding. The 
money was earmarked only for infrastructure.

Institute of Community Directors Australia (ICDA) 
trainer Patrick Moriarty says the case is indicative 
of what he's been telling grantseeking students 
for years: that up to 30% apply for grants they 
don't qualify for.

"It's a bracing reminder that you've got to read 
the guidelines carefully, and if you're not sure, just 
pick up the phone or email the funder," he says.

Grants survey shock 
for not-for-profits

Our grantseeking research shows too many groups are wasting 
time on applications they’ll never win. Picture: iStockPhoto.com

Survey red alert
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"Less than one in 10 applicants even bother to 
make contact with grant providers before making 
applications, even when asked to ... but this is 
exactly the reason why they should."

Moreland City Council's community grants 
development officer, Holly Duckworth, backed 
the latest figures, saying up to half of all grant 
applications were ditched part way.

Of those, she estimated about 20% of applicants 
pulled out of the process because of ineligibility.

"In some cases I think people just hope for the 
best, realising that it might not match the criteria, 
but they give it a go anyway."

Others try a scattergun approach, Ms Duckworth 
said, applying for multiple grants with a cut-and- 
paste approach that's unlikely to result in funding.

 "Don't waste your time, speak to the 
grantmakers," she said.

Ms Duckworth said "a five-minute phone call" to 
clarify criteria for a typical $5000 grant was well 
worth the effort, pointing out a strong correlation 
between the community groups who call and 
those winning funds from the council's $750,000 
annual pool.

"It's a pretty good investment, isn't it?"

Regional Arts Australia fund manager Mary 
Jane Warfield said 35% of grantseekers who 
began to apply to the fund's community grants 
program failed to complete their applications, 
with a portion of those having failed to check the 
criteria.

"I believe the solution is two-fold: grantmakers 
need to make eligibility criteria really clear, and 
grant applicants need to read the guidance 
material before they apply," she says.

Mr van der Linden continues to examine the 
survey data, but early results show grantseekers 
continue to highlight the same issues they've 
raised in previous annual surveys: lack of 
feedback from grantmakers, the shift to online 
forms, a growing number of smaller grants, fewer 
multi-year grants, slow processes and a desire 
for clear guidance from funders.

If you want to improve your grantseeking, visit 
Our Community's Funding Centre for training, 
books, information on the latest grants, and help 
sheets on making the most of grantseeking: 
www.fundingcentre.com.au and search our 
grants help centre here. 

This article first appeared in Our Community 
Matters. Click for the latest edition.

ICDA trainer Patrick Moriarty urges applicants to read 
the guidelines carefully. 

https://www.fundingcentre.com.au/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/news?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/news?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
http://forum.communitydirectors.com.au/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
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Recruiting

It’s all very well being the chair, 
but if you have the wrong 
people on your board, things 
can go pear-shaped quickly.
For Mackillop Family Services chair Des Powell, 
whose organisation helps “vulnerable families 
and children at the margin”, a healthy board is 
critical to the service’s success, and the chair’s 
role can’t be overestimated.

“Through our predecessors … we’ve operated for 
more than 100 years. So as a board our job, I 
think, is primarily to ensure that we stay relevant,” 
Mr Powell told delegates in a presentation 
on recruitment to the Institute of Community 
Directors Australia’s Board Builder conference in 
March. Afterwards, we asked him to tell us more.

Things have changed significantly since 
Mackillop’s predecessors – Sisters of Mercy, 
Sisters of St Joseph and Christian Brothers – were 
involved in child welfare during the 1850s gold 
rush days in Victoria, running large orphanages 
and homes for mothers.

Its remit now is to support children and young 
people in care through foster care and youth 
residential homes; parenting and family support; 
programs for people with a disability; and youth 
homelessness support, and education programs.

Rewards for an effective chair
Mr Powell says there are significant rewards 
available to a chair who is making a difference.

“You get involved in your community to serve 
others, to help the marginalised have the chance 
for fullness of life and to work with others to do 
better than we can on our own. 

“It's how you help others to make a difference, 
how an organisation with a clear purpose can 
achieve so much, and how you see others both 
grow and receive from their involvement.”

This attitude informs Mr Powell’s custodianship of 
the welfare agency, which now has 800 staff and 
750 volunteers working across Victoria, New South 
Wales and Western Australia.

Essential board ingredients
Mr Powell says a chair must look for these 
characteristics in their board mix: 

• Sector experience
• Common sense
• Diversity of styles and views
• Sees performance-management linkages
• Relates from operational to strategic
• Gender and age mix
• “We not me” attitude
• Reads the dynamics of a group
• Pragmatic

Want to thrive in 
the chair? Surround 
yourself with talent

Mackillop Family Services targets vulnerable 
families in a bid to make a difference.  
Picture: Supplied

https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=1835&utm_source=ourcommunity.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
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• Values driven
• Understands governance
• Prepares and considers
• Prepared to challenge status quo 
Mr Powell notes that people in recruiting mode 
typically focus on skills and experience, but he 
says many more attributes are necessary to 
make things work.

Sector experience is important, but “the second 
big thing to me is diversity”, he says.

“Diversity can mean a whole lot of things, but it 
means making sure you haven't got multiples of 
the same people around that table. 

“Whether it's gender, it’s views, it’s age – it’s really 
important that you bring diversity to that group.”

While governance boiled down to “accountability 
and responsibilities”, a good board member 
needed to think broadly, Mr Powell said.

The ability to differentiate between strategy 
and operations, and between advisory and 
management roles, and the ability to extract 
the “first-order questions” from the deluge of 
information were all important, he said.

“That's hard for many people, where their 
particular experience has only been in one. But 
it's very important that they have that capacity 
– from all the hundreds of reports and data – to 
see the first- order questions.”

And the importance of a “we not me” attitude 
at the board table couldn’t be underestimated, 
he said, because “it's really important that you’re 
able to contribute in a broader sense.” 

Of course, amid all these expectations, “you still 
have to be able to work for good mints and good 
coffee”, Mr Powell quipped.

Understanding board composition 
When recruiting new blood, Mr Powell said the 
following needed to be taken into account:

• Board tenures and succession plans
• Change must be planned and feature “shared 

ownership”
• Decision-makers, ie. do trustees have a say?
• Mix of experience and skills
• Do not rely on “who knows who”
• What is your board’s mode of decision making?
• Contemporary skills
• Be prepared to learn during the process
Before heading into any recruitment or change 
program, Mr Powell said understanding the 
existing composition is critical.

Tenure of board membership can be a sticky 
subject, but he said any changes must be 
adopted as a result of an honest assessment, this 
includes taking account of your board’s mode of 
decision making whether it’s largely an advisory 
group or a de facto “committee of management”. 

You should already have succession plans in 
place, which could involve individual roadmaps 
to develop board members’ abilities and interests 
related to governance, the organisational mission, 
and other goals.

CEO support is vital
Mr Powell said the CEO’s attitude to the board 
was a critical factor in the success or failure of a 
board’s recruitment attempts. 

A good CEO will be keen to ensure your board is 
performing at its best, rather than seeing it as an 
encumbrance. 

That executive will understand a good board is 
needed for good guidance, which in turn relies on 
that group’s makeup.

Having that kind of CEO and good relationship 
starts with the type of chief executive you select 
in the first place. 

And after that, what’s crucial in a CEO?

“Clarity of purpose, openness, being future-
focused, trust, spending time when needed and 
having a laugh.”

Mackillop Family Services chair Des Powell says a  
good chair can help an organisation find "clear 
purpose", creating great opportunities for 
achievement.
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Is it time for me to go?
Mr Powell acknowledges knowing when it’s time to 
go can be difficult for a chair to grapple with. 

“But a key job of chair is to ensure the board 
is skilled and capable, so it’s important future 
leaders are identified regularly. 

“The time depends on a number of factors 
including capable successors in place with the 
energy and time; cycle’s right, in terms of stability 
with the CEO, key staff and strategic and business 
planning; and importantly some common sense 
in recognising the issue is about the succession 
plan, not you holding a seat indefinitely. 

“Taking counsel from colleagues is an important 
part of discerning when it’s time.”

Recruiting for success? Don’t rush it
Mackillop Family Services’ strategic three-month 
exercise to bring new talent to the board table 
involved first enlisting the support of its trustees, 
and then calling for “expressions of interest” as a 
way of identifying candidates.

Mackillop received 40 expressions of interest, then 
held 2½-hour information sessions in Melbourne 
and Sydney, before again gauging the interest of 
those candidates.

The process has seen nine new recruits, with 
three having joined the board immediately, and 
others keen for a future seat.

Critically, three of the recruits are “at least a 
generation younger” than the existing group. 

The most important thing in the end, Mr Powell 
said, was adding to the talent pool.

“You’ve got to really work out with the board 
members where they will add value."

"WIth some it will be with mentoring, some will 
be in providing information, some will have 
a specialist skill, and some will be just in the 
dynamics they bring, in being able to move the 
board on.”

“This is what will give you the mix that you will 
need.”

Despite the considerable effort and 
administration support needed to recruit, Mr 
Powell says the the process had generated new 
“energy and enthusiasm” for the organisation, 
“brought new life to the board and its 
committees” and enhanced the organisation’s 
reputation.

MORE INFO
Help sheets, articles: How to recruit well

Past edition: Renewal through recruitment 
(Board Builder, Ed 1, 2016) 

About Mackillop: Celebrating the past 20 years

Video: ‘Every day is different’ - Staff talk about 
the highs and lows at Mackilop

https://goo.gl/JoV7s8
https://goo.gl/czMbQM
https://goo.gl/czMbQM
https://www.mackillop.org.au/20-years
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9yOvmkLbXio
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9yOvmkLbXio
https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/board/?utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
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A board meeting isn’t a family dinner, predicated on the idea 
that everyone should get along, avoiding contentious subjects. 
A board has to find a balance between behaving 
like a group of friends, agreeing on most things 
and getting along famously, and being an 
aggressive grouping of opposing factions with 
very different personalities and points of view. 

Properly functioning boards exist in constructive 
tension, where people with different philosophies, 
personalities and backgrounds make decisions at 
a high level, for the good of the organisation. 

Creative tension demands quite a lot of the 
individuals. Dissonance is never as easy as 
compliance and agreement. It is the chair’s 
responsibility to foster healthy dissent and 
oversee robust discussions. 

And, this has to be done while maintaining an 
atmosphere of respect and civility. 

As a chair, it is essential that you build respect, 
trust and understanding through fairness, 
ensuring that there is no pushing of private 
agendas; model honesty by keeping your word 
and not playing tricks; and cultivate good 
communication by keeping everybody in the 
loop. Nevertheless, human nature being what it is, 
you are bound to encounter some difficult board 
members. We’ve compiled a list of six types of 
challenging board members you might have 
encountered, as well as some tips on how to deal 
with them.

Troubleshooting

Wrangling tricky board types
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The Aggressor
The aggressor tends to dominate debates 
and discussions, often talking over other board 
members or shouting to make their view heard 
above all others. Other board members regularly 
submit to the views of the aggressor to keep the 
peace, neglecting their duty to contribute fully to 
the workings and decisions of the board. 

When things get heated, the chair should 
acknowledge the aggression in a neutral manner 
without taking sides. For example, you may 
interject with, “You appear to be passionate 
about…”. Or you could intervene by saying, 
“Len has given us his view that…”, and then ask, 
“What does everybody else think?”. If necessary, 
adjourn for coffee to let tempers cool, and use 
the opportunity to remind the aggressor of their 
responsibilities to the board. If the behaviour 
is an ongoing problem, then you might need 
to speak with the aggressor privately about 
their communication style, and how it may be 
detrimental to effective decision making. 

Chair strategy for dealing with “the aggressor”:

• Acknowledge the aggression 
• Intervene
• Take a break if necessary
• Speak to them privately about their 

communication style

The Passenger 
Some board members turn up, but that’s all. They 
sit there looking bored as the discussion runs 
on, never comment, never move a motion or an 
amendment, never make a suggestion or offer 
advice, and only perk up when the coffee and 
biscuits are brought in at the end of the meeting. 
You may wonder, “What are they getting out of it? 
Why do they keep coming? Why don’t they step 
down and let someone who can make a positive 
contribution take their place on the board?”. 

It is the job of the chair to see that nobody is 
allowed to run as the passenger. The chair should 
be pressing everybody for comment, especially 
if they seem to be hanging back. Who knows, if 
they get a clear run, they may find that they like 
speaking up. Duties should be allocated among 
the board members, and the chair should be 
prepared to exert pressure on members to take 
up the challenges presented by their position. 
However, the chair and the whole board should 
also be sensitive to the presence of any problems 
that the passenger board member might be 
having that might affect their performance. 

Chair strategies for dealing with “the passenger”:

• Press everybody for comment
• Allocate duties among the board
• Be sensitive to problems
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The Bureaucrat
The board is elected to govern the organisation – 
to set its direction, to focus on the mission, to look 
at the big picture. 

Unfortunately, some people are constitutionally 
myopic, and are unable to lift their gaze away 
from the detail. One writer on management, C. 
Northcote Parkinson, suggested that the time 
spent discussing matters in meeting was usually 
inversely proportional to their importance – that 
a decision to commit a million dollars to a new 
building would take 20 minutes, while a decision 
on whether to charge 20 cents for a cup of coffee 
in the staff room would run for one and a half 
hours. He was not entirely serious, but we’ve all 
been to meetings like this. 

Some people do obsess over trivia, and a board 
meeting is a storehouse of delicious opportunities 
to unleash that obsession. 

If you let the bureaucrat have their way, you 
may quickly find your discussion floundering in a 
quagmire of trivialities. 

It is important for the chair to be mindful of the 
board’s main objectives, remember the agenda, 
and move the meeting along.

Chair strategy for dealing with “the bureaucrat”:

• Remind the group of the bigger picture
• Determine what is essential to decide right now 
• Don’t get bogged down – delegate the details

The Outlaw
The only person who can make you think 
charitably about the obsessive-compulsive 
behaviour of board bureaucrats is their polar 
opposite – the board member who can’t 
remember the rules at all, or can’t see the point 
of them, and behaves as if they are at their own 
table. These people ignore standing orders, 
however loose. They interrupt continually, however 
often they are asked to wait. They bring up long 
decided issues over and over throughout the 
meeting. They are impatient with formalities, even 
those concerning significant matters, like conflict 
of interest or financial accounting. It is hard to 
get them to read the organisation’s policies, and 
harder still to get them to pay attention. 

In combination, the bureaucrat and the outlaw 
waste even more time than each individually. 
Every time the outlaw defies the rules, the 
bureaucrat will object, derailing the discussion 
still further. Standing orders are a useful tool in 
guarding against both threats simultaneously. 
Standing orders should give the chair enough 
freedom to route around bureaucratic 
obstruction while still ensuring enough structure 
to hold back lawless marauding. 

Chair strategy for dealing with “the outlaw”:

• Remind them of their obligations to the board 
and the organisation

• Ensure that all rules and standing orders are 
applied equally and consistently 

• Reinforce the “why” – highlight the importance 
of the procedures
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The Rambler
Everyone is familiar with the work of the rambler. 
They drone on and on during meetings, 
speaking at length about irrelevant issues and 
restating points people have already heard and 
understood. Despite their tiresome monologues, 
the rambler is often a nice person, and 
colleagues are usually unwilling to offend them 
by directly confronting the problem.

When the rambler gets to rambling, the chair 
needs to watch the group’s body language for 
signs of frustration. Use polite questions or firm 
interventions to move the conversation on. If the 
problem persists, you may want to set a time limit 
on individual contributions; however, you must 
make sure this applies to all board members.

Chair strategy for dealing with “the rambler”:

• Watch for group frustration 
• Use polite questions or firm interventions
• Set a time limit on individual contributions

The Dormouse
Timid, nervous, or just quiet, the dormouse 
rarely makes a peep. They are not forthcoming, 
particularly in the presence of more dominant 
personalities, and as such are easily overlooked 
or forgotten. The chair shouldn’t assume the 
silence of the dormouse is a result of lack of 
interest – they may feel that their opinion is not 
valued, or be hesitant to disagree with someone 
who aggressively expresses strong opinions. 
Ask them regularly whether they have views to 
contribute, and listen attentively when they do. 
If the silence persists, meet them outside the 
meeting and ask them whether they’re happy 
with their role.

Chair strategy for dealing with “the dormouse”:

• Invite them to contribute
• Listen attentively
• If necessary, have a private talk regarding  

their role

 

MORE HELP
Parts of this article come from Making Meetings Work (Buy it here)

More trouble: Other board types to tackle 

https://www.communitydirectors.com.au/icda/tools/?articleId=3217&utm_source=communitydirectors.com.au&utm_medium=boardbuilder&utm_campaign=ongoing
https://goo.gl/TFkQQ5
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