
	Board Chair and Executive Director
Partnership Checklist
A practical tool to clarify who owns what, strengthen board leadership, and stop the Executive Director from carrying the board alone.



	Organization:
	
	Date Reviewed:
	

	Exec. Director:
	
	Board Chair:
	



	HOW TO USE THIS CHECKLIST
Use this tool when the Executive Director is doing too much of the board's work. The goal is not more meetings or more guilt. The goal is a healthier leadership partnership: one where board leadership is shared, clear, and sustainable.



1.  Purpose of the Partnership

The Board Chair and Executive Director should function as genuine partners in board leadership. The Executive Director leads staff and day-to-day operations. The Board Chair helps lead the board, strengthen board culture, support accountability, and keep the board focused on governance, sustainability, and mission impact.

	"The Executive Director should not be the only person reminding board members to show up, follow through, and behave like actual board members. That is not leadership. That is a slow-motion burnout plan."







2.  Standing ED / Board Chair Meeting Agenda

Use this agenda for regular check-ins. Monthly is ideal. Twice a month may be necessary during major transitions, fundraising campaigns, or board challenges.

→  Board engagement: Who is participating? Who is drifting? Who needs follow-up?
→  Meeting agenda: What decisions and strategic issues need board attention?
→  Committee progress: Which committees are moving? Which ones need support?
→  Fundraising participation: What has happened? What needs follow-up?
→  Board recruitment: What skills, relationships, or leadership gaps need to be filled?
→  Executive Director support: What does the ED need from the Chair this month?
→  Upcoming decisions: What should be previewed before the next board meeting?
→  Board member concerns: Any sensitive issues, conflicts, absences, or behavior concerns?
→  Strategy and risk: What big-picture issues should the board be paying attention to?

3.  Role Clarity Checklist

Use this table to clarify where the Board Chair leads, where the Executive Director leads, and where responsibilities are shared. Review it together.

	Responsibility
	Board Chair Leads
	Executive Director Leads

	Board meeting agendas
	Co-create the agenda, ensure board-level focus, help prioritize discussion items.
	Identify organizational issues, provide updates, flag decisions needed.

	Attendance and engagement
	Follow up directly with absent or disengaged board members. Reinforce expectations.
	Flag patterns; provide context when needed. Do not chase members alone.

	Committee accountability
	Check in with committee chairs, remove barriers, keep work moving.
	Provide staff support and information. Do not become the committee engine.

	Board recruitment
	Lead or co-lead recruitment with the governance committee. Identify gaps.
	Share organizational needs. Recommend skills or perspectives needed.

	Fundraising participation
	Reinforce fundraising expectations. Follow up with board members who are behind.
	Provide tools, talking points, donor context, and staff support.

	Board culture
	Model healthy governance, preparation, and follow-through.
	Name concerns, support productive communication, provide honest feedback.

	ED support
	Ask what support is needed. Protect the ED from carrying board responsibilities alone.
	Communicate needs clearly. Raise concerns early, not when you are already burning out.

	Difficult conversations
	Lead board-to-board accountability conversations when appropriate.
	Provide information and support. Do not carry the conversation alone.



4.  Who Owns This? Board Leadership Worksheet

For each task below, check who leads, who supports, and add notes on what needs to happen next. Fill this out together in your reset conversation.

	Board Task
	ED
	Board Chair
	Comm. Chair
	Notes / Next Step

	Create board meeting agenda
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Follow up with absent board members
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Address disengaged board members
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Track committee progress
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Recruit new board members
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Set fundraising expectations
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Follow up on fundraising commitments
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Prepare board meeting materials
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Keep board focused on governance
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Discuss ED support needs
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Handle board conflict or behavior issues
	☐
	☐
	☐
	

	Plan board orientation and onboarding
	☐
	☐
	☐
	



5.  Warning Signs the Executive Director Is Carrying the Board

Check any statements that are true right now. Be honest. This is a governance reality check, not a personality quiz.

☐  The ED is the only one reminding board members to attend meetings.
☐  The ED creates the board agenda with little or no meaningful Board Chair input.
☐  Committees do not meet or move work forward unless staff pushes them.
☐  Board recruitment falls almost entirely on the ED.
☐  Fundraising expectations come only from staff.
☐  The ED is following up with board members who missed assignments.
☐  The Board Chair is supportive but mostly passive.
☐  Board members bring concerns to the ED that should be handled by board leadership.
☐  The ED has to manage board member behavior during meetings.
☐  The board expects staff to solve board culture problems.
☐  The ED feels responsible for making the board care, participate, and follow through.
☐  The ED is exhausted from managing the organization and managing the board.

	If you checked more than 3 boxes: the ED/Board Chair partnership needs attention.
If you checked more than 6: the Executive Director is carrying board responsibilities that should be shared or led by the board.



6.  Reset Conversation Script

Use or adapt this language when the Executive Director needs to reset the partnership with the Board Chair.

	"I want to make sure we are building a healthier leadership structure between the board and staff. Right now, I am carrying several board leadership responsibilities that really need to be shared with the Board Chair and board leadership. Can we review the board-related responsibilities together and clarify what you will lead, what I will support, and what we need committee chairs to own?"




Follow-up Questions to Guide the Conversation
→  What board responsibilities should the Board Chair clearly own?
→  What board responsibilities should the ED support, but not lead alone?
→  Which board members or committees need follow-up right now?
→  Where is the board relying too heavily on staff?
→  What can we change before the next board meeting?
→  How will we check in monthly about board engagement and accountability?

7.  30-Day Partnership Reset Plan

Use this plan to move from conversation to action. The goal is not a perfect board overnight. The goal is a clear starting point and a shared commitment to a different way of working.

	Timeline
	Action
	Owner

	Week 1
	Schedule the ED/Board Chair reset conversation. Complete the "Who Owns This?" worksheet together before meeting.
	ED + Board Chair

	Week 2
	Review board engagement, committee progress, and fundraising participation. Surface any board member concerns.
	ED + Board Chair

	Week 3
	Board Chair personally follows up with board members or committee chairs who need support, clarity, or accountability.
	Board Chair

	Week 4
	Establish a standing ED/Board Chair check-in cadence. Agree on what will be shared at the next full board meeting.
	ED + Board Chair



8.  Partnership Commitments

Use this section to document what will change moving forward. Write it down. Share it. Come back to it.

	The Board Chair will lead or support:
	 



	The Board Chair will lead or support:
	 



	The ED will stop carrying alone:
	 



	The ED will stop carrying alone:
	 



	We will meet on this schedule:
	 



	The first issue we address together:
	 



	One thing the board needs to hear:
	 



	Strong boards are built on shared leadership.
The Executive Director should not be carrying the board alone. When this partnership works, everything works better: the board, the fundraising, the strategy, and the mission. Use this tool. Have the conversation. Do the work.
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