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QHow has the work of 
boards changed?

Boards today are expected by regulators 
and the media to participate more 
than ever in oversight of the quality 
and financial affairs of the enterprise, 
and to be more active collaborators 
with management. So, the industry 
knowledge, capabilities, and competencies 
required of trustees are deeper than 
ever. Because these expectations are in 
addition to the board's traditional role 
in helping set strategic direction, the 
time commitment for directors is more 
onerous. Finally, in an era of heightened 
board member accountability and 
liabilityÐwhere it's more common to see 
the ªbuck stopº with the board and not 
just with management and the medical 

sta!Ðit's become more challenging to 
attract and retain board talent.

Q What is driving the 
change?

Several fundamental forces are shifting the 
balance of board work. One is government 
regulations. While board/government 
activity historically centered on state 
licensure and incorporation, today more 
board time is devoted to requirements for 
participation in federal payment programs. 
Medicare and Medicaid regulations have 
steadily escalated over the last ®ve years, 
and many of the new regulations focus 
on the ®duciary duties of the board. Since 
government payers can represent up to 60 
percent of revenue, it's become critical for 
boards to stay on top of payer issues.

Boards at nonpro®t health systems are 
also spending more time protecting the 
organization's tax-exempt status. Newly 
e!ective in 2008, the Internal Revenue 
Service 990 reporting requirements have 
greatly expanded public oversight of tax-
exempt organizations. Complying with this 
new level of scrutiny requires the board to 
be more thoroughly informed about the 
details of executive compensation, possible 
board con¯icts of interest, and disclosure 
of processes for certain board member 
relationships. "is creates unprecedented 
pressure on nonpro®t boards for 
transparency and accountability, 
much like Sarbanes-Oxley imposed on 
publicly-traded organizations.
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 ªIn an era of heightened board member accountability ... it's 
become more challenging to attract and retain board talent.º
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"ird is the explosion of interest in 
quality and patient safety. It is the 
board's role to set the tone from the 
top for a culture of superior outcomes. 
As a result, boards have become more 
¯uent in the language of quality, more 
educated about outcomes indicators, 
and more involved with Quality and 
Professional A!airs committees. Intensive 
media attention to medication errors, 
wrong-site surgeries or other untoward 
events reinforces the need for boards to 
monitor quality and safety performance 
at their organizations.

Q Given the greater 
demands, how can boards 

get everything done?
Boards today must be more disciplined, 
formal, and structured in their work 
processes. One key to success is choosing 
a mix of trustees who are speci®cally 
quali®ed for the emerging new board 
roles. We often talk about ªCompetency 
Based Governance,º which simply means 
using an intentional, systematic approach 
to recruiting trustees who have speci®c 
skills, knowledge, and experience that an 
e!ective board needs. Competencies are 
dictated by the market-driven strategic 
imperatives captured in the organization's 
strategic and ®nancial plan.

To assess a board's competencies 
and guide recruitment of new 
members, many organizations create 
a ªCompetency Map.º "is is a simple 
spreadsheet with names of board 
members down the side and an 
average of 15 to 19 competencies listed 
across the top. Each board member 
typically contributes four or ®ve key 
competencies, such as banking, law, or 
process improvement, and these are 
plotted in the matrix. Gaps in the matrix 
are easily identi®ed and are ®lled by 
recruitment and education.

Q How can individuals 
become better trustees?

The industry is migrating towards 
smaller boards, with fewer but better-
prepared committees. And while there 
is both an art and a science to board 
leadership, today's organizations are 
more willing to invest in the science 
aspectÐmeaning more orientation 
and educationÐin order to get more 
impact with fewer people.

Boards have also become more 
disciplined about performance 
expectations and accountability of 
individual members. Trustees today often 
have job descriptions and committee 
work plans. Term limits have emerged for 
board and committee chairs; rather than 
serve for life, board members are more 
likely to serve a series of three, three-year 
terms. And today's board leaders are 
becoming more responsible for board 
leader succession planning and mentoring 
their replacements.

Q Where can you ®nd 
quali®ed board members?

Trustee recruitment is more challenging 
than ever in light of higher performance 
expectations and the need to ®nd 
people who are diverse in gender, 
ethnicity, geography, and work 
experience. "e search should be 
intentional and disciplined. Beginning 
with the de®ned competencies, boards 
must look for talent beyond traditional 
circles such as chambers of commerce, 
country clubs, or recommendations 
of friends. For example, if minority 
professionals are needed, boards should 
contact minority professional and trade 
groups for potential members. Search 
®rms can help as well.

QHow can boards use their 
time and talent wisely?

With all the new pressures on boards, 
we have seen governance scope, agenda, 
paperwork, and time ªcreepº to the point 
that governance models can become 

too cumbersome to be e!ective. High-
performing boards are examining their 
governance infrastructure, rethinking 
their processes, and implementing 
sophisticated tactics that facilitate 
greater e#ciency and e!ectiveness.

Some organizations have begun to 
employ a ªBoard Coordinator,º whose 
entire focus is on the care and feeding of 
the governance process and the people 
participating in the process. "is can 
be a full-time professional, often vice 
president-level at larger systems, who 
works diligently to analyze, support, and 
improve the use of board member time 
and talents.

Boards are also improving e#ciency by 
taking advantage of more sophisticated, 
digital methods to exchange vital 
information with members, who are 
often geographically dispersed. We've 
seen a tremendous rise in the use of 
Internet-based ªBoard Portalsª which 
allow secure, 24/7 access to information 
such as meeting minutes, CEO memos, 
and reports to help trustees make 
smarter and faster decisions.

QHow can boards assess 
the value they provide 

to the organization?
Boards need to evaluate themselves 
more thoroughly than the minimum 
self-assessment requirements imposed by 
the Joint Commission, and then use the 
results to drive actions for improvement. 
High-performing boards frequently begin 
by asking two questions:  how much time 
and money are we investing in board 
work, and are we getting good value for 
these resources.

One simple, but telling, exercise to 
answer these questions is a ªGovernance 
Time Audit.º Using a spreadsheet, a 
matrix is created that lists all of the 
annual activities of governance (board 
and committee meetings, events, 
training) and tallies the time devoted to 

 High-performing boards are examining infrastructure, rethinking 
processes, and implementing tactics that facilitate ef®ciency...º ª
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each activity by every trustee, executive, 
and sta! member involved. When the 
results are aggregated, they can be eye-
opening. Many organizations conclude 
that they are not getting as much value 
as they would like in return for the 
thousands of hours and the signi®cant 
costs expended on board work.

High-performing boards will take the 
learnings from this audit to evaluate 
their board model and benchmark 
themselves against best practices from 
other successful boards. Often, the 
analysis results in the development 
of a ªGovernance Enhancement Planº 
that outlines parameters for optimizing 
board structure, systems, and staff 
support. It becomes a framework 
for continuous governance process 
improvement or even a major redesign 
of the board model.

Q What else will impact 
boards in the near future?

With the current capital crunch, 
philanthropy and donated capital 
will become a more critical source 

of funding for healthcare providers. 
Increased communication between 
the organization's regular and 
foundation boards, perhaps even one 
annual joint meeting of the two groups, 

along with increased rigor around 
the fundraising function should help 
providers find vital capital to sustain 
their mission of providing healthcare in 
their communities. 


