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Checklist 
Steps to take to develop 

an effective Board
Mills Oakley Not-for-Profit and Social Enterprise

Question Achieved Could do 
more 

Should be 
a priority 

1. FIRM UP YOUR FOUNDATIONS – HAVE A ROBUST GOVERNING DOCUMENT

We have reviewed our constitution in the past four years and it 
is consistent with best practice and current laws. 

Each director is familiar with the contents of the 
constitution and the board refers to it including when: 

• electing/appointing directors;

• admitting new members;

• planning for and monitoring progress  towards
giving effect to the objects; and

• resolving disputes.

Actions to take: 

• Find the constitution and read it! Is it consistent with your practices and the way your
organisation wants to be heading? Is it consistent with new laws?

• Work through the Mills Oakley Constitution    Checklist
(email vvisevic@millsoakley.com.au for a copy)

• Test the constitution with hypothetical scenarios. E.g. what would happen if the board appointed a
new director who was a relative of a current director? What would happen if the current director did
not declare the conflict of interest? What would happen if the new director was also a member of the
organisation and another member made a complaint?

2. ORGANISE AROUND OBJECTS

Our board organises its activities and priorities around the 
objects and vision of our not-for-profit (NFP). All directors 
have 
a shared understanding of what achievement of the objects 
would look like and the change that would have to occur to get 
there. 

Actions to take: 

• Review the objects section in the governing document and assess whether the objects reflect
the direction in which the NFP wants to be heading. Do the objects need to be updated?

• Create/review/update the vision to be consistent with the objects. Perhaps develop a social
impact model, a logic model or some other visual representation of the way the NFP works.

• Facilitate a scenario planning exercise to test the durability of the model.

• Research and present case studies of similar organisations across Australia.
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3. FOCUS ON THE STRATEGIC

Our board has developed a strategic plan for giving effect to the 
objects. We engage in strategic planning, evaluation planning, 
and resource development planning. These plans are routinely 
referenced and we measure progress against the plans and 
adapt our strategies to emergent opportunities. 

Actions to take: 

• Review existing strategy documents and assess the need for additional planning.

• Create outcome measures and performance benchmarks to monitor progress on plans.

• Devote a useful block of time to strategic planning to avoid spending meetings dealing with
procedural matters or putting out fires. Perhaps plan a strategic board retreat to create energy
for strategic planning.

4. GET ON TOP OF THE LEGALS

We understand that there have recently been changes in the 
laws that relate to not-for-profits, for example: 

• Australian Charities and Not-for-Profits Commission
laws which relate to charities and require them to
update their constitution, among other things;

• new definition of charity;

• likely change to the Western Australia Association law;

• changes to NFP tax law; and

• Privacy law changes.

We are familiar with the rules that are specific to our sector. 
E.g. childcare centres must comply with certain regulations.

Actions to take: 

• If you are a charity, visit the Australian Charities and Not-for-Profits Commission website
intermittently to stay familiar with changes that relate to charities.

• Familiarise yourself with the requirements of any regulator regulating the sector in which your NFP
operates. You may contact the regulator as a first stop for free advice. If you need more detailed
advice, ask a lawyer.

• If you do not understand the changes or how they apply to your organisation – get advice.
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5. KNOW THE ORGANISATION

Beyond attending board meetings and fundraising events (if 
applicable), all directors are increasing their understanding 
of programs, services, operations, beneficiaries and 
organisational culture. 

Actions to take: 

• Create opportunities for job shadowing or observing programs.

• Ensure directors receive internal and external newsletters.

• Develop short-term and/or high-value volunteer projects designed for directors.

• Host informal board and staff “happy hour” events.

6. CREATE A STRONG RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE CHAIR OF THE BOARD AND THE
CEO

Our board chair and CEO have a strong and productive 
working relationship that strengthens our organisation. 

Actions to take: 

• Chair and CEO have a regularly scheduled meeting time outside of board meetings.

• Chair and CEO have a formal process to share contacts, information and

resources relevant to the organisation.

• Chair and CEO periodically assess their relationship and convey results to the larger board.

• If needed, the Chair and CEO could work with an executive coach.

7. ESTABLISH A STRONG ADVISORY NETWORK

Our board has assembled a strong network of volunteer 
advisors, paid service providers, consultants, and peer 
colleagues in the community to provide operational and 
programs support to help us stay on the leading edge of 
management and service. 

Actions to take: 

• Develop a clear advisory committee to periodically review strategy, performance
measures and provide structured recommendations for improvements.

• Establish formal long-term relationships with outside advisors to support core areas of operation
such as legal, finance, human resources, information technology, fundraising and strategic
planning.

• Maintain membership in not-for-profit professional associations.

• Ensure that the CEO has opportunities to network with colleagues.
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8. BUILD THE BOARD INTENTIONALLY

Subject to what our constitution allows, our board regularly 
assesses the composition of the board to fill skills 
shortages. We aim to have relevant skills and experience 
on the board which may include: 

• fundraising (if applicable);

• legal;

• financial;

• marketing;

• experience delivering programs and services; and

• experience in resource development.

Actions to take: 

• Amend your constitution to allow the board to appoint co-opted directors to fill skills gaps.

• Self-assess the board composition.

• Develop customised and tailored job descriptions for each board position.

• Create a board effectiveness improvement plan.

• Periodically shadow board meetings of other organisations.

• Invite an Observer to join your board meetings for 12 months to inject some fresh ideas (visit
www.observership.com.au)

9. FOSTER EFFECTIVE BOARD OPERATIONS

Our board has a strong decision-making framework, efficient 
agenda-led board meetings, effective use of executive 
committee and subcommittees, any by-laws are current and 
are followed and an annual evaluation process for the board 
and the CEO takes place. 

Actions to take: 

• Conduct an operational assessment of the board & committees.

• Create a written review process for any by-laws you may have.

• Include decision-making framework in the board orientation pack.

• Create performance benchmarks by comparing our board practices with other
organisations.
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10. CREATE AN INNOVATIVE CULTURE

Our directors encourage and stimulate the generation of new 
ideas, creativity and innovation that can benefit the 
organisation, the members and wider community. Our board 
works towards improving the performance of the 
organisation by developing improved ways of working, 
discovering innovative solutions and embracing technology 
and modern business processes. 

Actions to take: 

• Periodically have idea generating sessions. Invite someone to speak to the board to stimulate
imaginative thinking, use images, colour, a change of meeting venue and engage stakeholders.

• Look at the organisation holistically and hypothesise how you may achieve your objects in a
completely different way, no matter how unrealistic. Then challenge the approach currently taken
– is it the best approach? Why are other approaches unrealistic?

• Look at how an organisation in a completely different sector operates and consider adopting
models or solutions that work for them. Consider opportunities for transferring technology from
one field to another.

• Suspend judgement to encourage the creative process and avoid premature criticism.

• Recognise when assumptions are being made and challenge them. Spot blinkered thinking and
widen the field of vision by drawing on the experiences of other individuals or organisations.

• Develop and adapt ideas from more than one source.

• Explore thought processes when analysing, valuing and synthesising information and ideas.

• Welcome chance intrusions that may benefit a situation.

• Make connections with points that are apparently irrelevant, not easily accessible, or outside
own sphere of expertise.

• Know when to leave a problem, remaining aware but detached for solutions to emerge.
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11. MEASURE PROGRESS

Our board routinely monitors a core set of performance 
metrics related to programs, services and operations; actively 
discusses board operations performance, and routinely shares 
measurement data and results with stakeholders. 

Actions to take: 

• Develop performance goals for programs, services and operations, a process for monitoring
progress towards achievement of those goals and a practice of producing progress reports.

• Create a routine process for sharing progress reports.

• Develop a transparency reporting section on your website.

 Melbourne  |  Sydney  |  Brisbane  |    Perth  |   Canberra |  Adelaide | Darwin 


