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From Courtship to Board Service: The Top 10 Questions to 
Ask before Accepting an Invitation to Serve on a 
Nonprofit Board (Part Two) 
 
Written by Theresa B. Kiernan 

  

Article Highlights 

 Understanding fiscal 
responsibility as a non-
profit board member 
is vital to successful 
service. 

 Ensuring that there are 
shared expectations 
between yourself and 
the organization you 
serve is important. 

 There is certainly a 
need for genuinely 
interested individuals 
to support public 
sector organizations in 
fulfilling their missions. 

 

fundraising and budget concerns to the 
actions of staff and management. If thinking 
about this kind of responsibility makes you 
break out in a sweat, then board service is 
not for you. If, on the other hand, you are 
comfortable with this level of responsibility, 
then perform your due diligence and review 
the form 990’s along with other financial 
statements.  Check the liquidity of the 
organization’s assets and review the sources 
of revenue that fund the activities of the 
nonprofit. All of this information will help you 
to determine financial stability. It is important 
that you know how to read a balance sheet, 
a profit and loss statement, and a budget 
report. During board meetings it will be your 
fiscal responsibility to ask questions for 
clarification and understanding. You are 
responsible for the financial oversight of the 
nonprofit organization.  

To continue with this theme of fiscal 
responsibility, another question to ask is how 
the nonprofit expects you to contribute your 
“treasure” to the organization? All nonprofit 
organizations depend on the personal 
financial commitments of each board 
member to give money and to ask for 
contributions.  Nonprofits refer to this as their 
“give and/or get” policy. It is extremely 
important that you know the expected 
specific level of contribution per board 
member and the expectations for 
participation in fundraising. If the nonprofit 
has a “give or get” policy that means you 
donate “or” you ask others to support your 
favorite charity by writing checks. If, on the 
other hand, it is a “give and get” policy then 
you are responsible for making a specific 
donation by writing your own check “and” 
you will also be asking your family, friends, 
business acquaintances, etc. to make a 
donation to the organization, usually done  

As I discussed in Part One of this article, 
becoming a board member for a nonprofit 
organization can be a rewarding and 
meaningful experience. However, often 
people are so excited about the invitation 
that not enough time is spent making sure 
that their interests and those of the nonprofit 
align to create the opportunity for a  long 
and beneficial relationship. So to be sure the 
decision to accept such a wonderful 
invitation is right for you, let’s take a look at 
the final 5 questions to ask before choosing 
to serve on a nonprofit board.  

Are there board vacancies and are you 
filling one with this invitation? When asking 
about board vacancies, if you find that 
indeed it is the reason you are being invited 
to join the board, inquire why. A vacancy 
creates a specific loss of skill or experience 
that plays a role in the overall effectiveness 
of the board. If you are filling a vacancy, 
take the time to assess if your set of skills and 
experiences can fill the void. A vacancy also 
means you will be stepping in to complete 
the remainder of the term left for the board 
seat. The terms can vary, but most often they 
are 3 year terms and a vacancy can exist 
anytime during the term. And be sure to ask 
the lengths of service remaining for the other 
board members. It is important for you to 
have some seasoned board members to 
support you while you become more 
knowledgeable and comfortable in your 
new role.  

Another question to consider is what is the 
financial status of the nonprofit? Fiscal 
oversight as a board member is a key 
responsibility. It is important for you to know 
and thoroughly understand that the buck 
stops in the boardroom. As a board member 
you will have oversight of everything from  
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wh n the nonprofit conducts an annual 
campaign drive. In addition, ask if there are 
any plans on the horizon for an upcoming 
capital campaign designed to raise large 
sums of money. Capital campaigns are very 
labor intensive and every board member 
has an even greater financial responsibility. 
And finally, sometimes you are considered 
for a board position because you represent 
a certain organization or constituency. Will 
the nonprofit expect donations from your 
other affiliations because you have a seat in 
the boardroom? I suggest, if this kind of 
activity, asking for donations and 
participating actively to raise money, is very 
uncomfortable for you, look for other ways to 
give back to your community. Nonprofits are 
very serious about a board member’s 
financial support and fundraising 
involvement for the organization.  

There is reason to continue to exhaust the 
question about financial support for the 
nonprofit and to ask, how else might the 
nonprofit see you contributing to the cause? 
Perhaps you own a beautiful home that 
would be the perfect venue for an event, or 
you own an envious piece of vacation 
property that the nonprofit would love to 
have as an auction item for its next annual 
gala. Just by listing these very specific and 
focused examples, you can imagine the 
unnecessary discomfort that could exist if 
indeed all angles of financial support are not 
explored. Wouldn’t it be awful if you have a 
policy of not using your vacation property for 
auctions and it was never discussed prior to 
you accepting the board seat? Now, I am 
not suggesting this could be a deal breaker, 
but simply something to be sure you have 
discussed with the nonprofit representatives 
that are courting you to join the board. If 
they don’t bring it up, then it would be 
helpful if you did. Simply state how others 
have asked you about donating your 
vacation home for various causes and state 
your policy. No surprises and sharing 
expectations are very important.  

And finally, the last question that definitely 
deserves your attention is: Why do YOU want 
to serve on a nonprofit board? Give this 
some serious thought. There are many 
reasons individuals have for wanting to join a  

 

nonprofit board. Some of them are very 
noble and others not so much. The most 
important thing is to serve for all the right 
reasons. If your only motivation lies in 
believing that such an involvement will 
enhance your resume, then please be sure 
to assess whether or not that is in the best 
interest of the nonprofit. Nonprofits are in real 
need of genuinely engaged individuals to 
support them in their efforts to fulfill their 
mission.  

You’ve been invited to serve on a nonprofit 
board and it is an honor to be asked. If both 
parties approach the relationship with the 
goal of ultimate success for the nonprofit, 
then the board service will be personally and 
professionally rewarding. When there is a 
good fit between how you wish to be 
involved and what the nonprofit believes it 
needs and wants from you as a board 
member, then a win-win exists for you, the 
nonprofit, and the community who relies on 
the nonprofit to fulfill its mission.  So do your 
homework, ask your questions and when you 
decide to accept the nonprofit’s invitation, 
let me be the first to welcome you to the 
wonderful world of nonprofit board service! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Nonprofits are very 

serious about a board 

member’s financial 

support and fundraising 

involvement for the 

organization.” 
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About XCEO 
  solutions to sustain a competitive 

advantage. At XCEO, we offer Professional 
Mentoring and Personal Leadership 
Development programs, as well as 
Governance and Board Leadership 
Development programs, for high-aspiration 
individuals and forward- looking 
organizations. 

Through our Professional Mentoring and 
Personal Leadership programs, we assist 
individuals in developing personal career 
and development plans to achieve senior  

 

At XCEO, Inc., we believe individual 
leadership is the driving force for inspiring 
creativity and ultimately maximizing 
intellectual capacity. We provide individual 
and corporate development in the 
principles of Extreme Personal Leadership®. 
We call this X-Leadership and it is the 
touchstone of our company. 

In today’s globally competitive world, 
intellectual property is a key indicator of 
long-term success. Corporations and 
individuals are seeking knowledge intensive  
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executive-level positions. We also support 
corporations that recognize the need for a 
broad array of development options for their 
high-potential employees being groomed for 
senior leadership responsibilities. 

As part of XCEO’s pursuit of enlightened 
governance, we have created the 
Enlightened Governance Board Performance 
Evaluation Program to support boards and 
directors in their pursuit of excellence. 
Through our program, we are leading the 
movement past compliance, toward 
principled action which maximizes 
stakeholder value. We have designed a set of 
individual and board evaluation exercises 
which provide an exceptional opportunity for 
directors to take their boards to a whole new 
level of effectiveness. 

XCEO is a unique research, development and 
consulting firm. We are committed to 
excellence and the pursuit of Extreme 
Personal Leadership®. We specialize in 
inspiration, and endeavor to inspire highly 
enlightened executives and high-aspiration 
individuals to pursue maximum personal  

achievement. We have a leadership team of 
highly trained and highly motivated 
colleagues who are eager to serve our 
clients. Excellence is our goal. We are located 
in the heart of Silicon Valley and we stand 
ready to help our clients achieve 
extraordinary levels of performance and 
success.  
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