
Who’s in Charge Here? Role of the Board of Directors  

vs. Role of the Executive Director 
 
JUNE 26, 2014 BY MOLLIE CULLINANE  

             The nonprofit board vs. executive director balance can  

                              sometimes become a tug of war! 

 

Running a successful nonprofit takes an active board of directors and a dedicated staff led by a ca-

pable executive director. However, your nonprofit’s effectiveness can be hampered when the board 

and executive director step on each others toes. 

So what is the role of each in leading a nonprofit? 

Role of the Board of Directors 

In general terms, the board of directors provides oversight and guidance to the executive director 

and the nonprofit’s other staff members. The board ensures that the organization stays aligned with 

its mission and values in addition to complying with all federal and state laws. 

Specifically, the board of directors has oversight over the following areas: 

Legal Oversight. 
 

• The board ensures that it is operating in accordance with its mission and the purpose for 

which it was granted tax-exempt status. 

• As safeguards of the public trust, board members are responsible for protecting the organ-

ization’s assets. 

• The board ensures legal and ethical integrity and maintains accountability. 

 

Management Oversight. 
 

• The board is responsible for ensuring that the nonprofit corporation is being run well. 

• The board selects the executive director and decides his/her role. 

• The board supports the executive director and assesses his/her performance. 

• The board has the power to hire and remove the executive director. 

 

Financial Oversight. 
 

• The board provides proper financial oversight, including setting and approving an annual 

budget. 

• The board ensures there are financial resources. Many board members are involved in 

making sure the nonprofit has the money it needs. This may include making personal do-

nations, organizing fundraising events, or other fundraising activities. 
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Program Oversight. 
 

• The board ensures that programs are in place to further the mission and goals of the or-

ganization. 

 

Role of the Executive Director 

While the board’s role is to oversee, many times the board will hire a key staff person to execute 

those policies, programs, and initiatives. This person is often called the executive director. The exec-

utive director is more involved than the board in the day-to-day operations of the organization. 

Staff Management. 
 

• The executive director hires, supervises, and motivates the staff of the nonprofit. 

 

Development and Management of Policies and Programs. 
 

• The executive director works with the staff to develop policies to guide the organization 

and programs to fulfill its charitable purpose. 

 

Staff Liaison to the Board of Directors. 
 

• The executive director must also keep the board informed of what the organization is do-

ing. The executive director attends board meetings and maintains open lines of communi-

cation with the board of directors. 
 

Shared Responsibilities 

A nonprofit’s board of directors and executive director should also work together on broader projects 

that are important to the well-being of the organization: 

Strategic Plan. 
 

• The board and executive director work together to create a strategic plan to guide the or-

ganization. 

 

Fundraising Plan. 
 

• The board and executive director develop a fundraising plan to ensure that the organiza-

tion has the resources needed to fulfill the strategic plan. 

 

Evaluation of the Organization. 
 

• The board and executive director implement periodic evaluations of the organization to 

ensure that the nonprofit remains true to its mission and is effective. 


