Improving meeting agendas and board information

Mention of the word “agendas” causes most people to switch off and think about something else. Yet agendas dictate what a trustee board will address. Therefore getting the agenda right is a vital task: one which is shared by the Chair and the Chief Executive. Although you as the Chief Executive, or possibly your company secretary, will almost certainly write the first draft of the agenda, Chairs should see it as their ultimate responsibility to ensure that the right issues are discussed by the Board. However most boards will need their Chief Executive’s guidance to ensure this happens. The worst boards tend to dig out the previous agenda for the corresponding meeting the year before and tweak it. This is a certain sign of a feeble board and weak governance.

Agendas that work

Apart from the obvious such as apologies for absence; minutes of previous meeting for approval and matters arising; the agenda needs to include:

· declaration of any conflicts of interest with matters on the agenda

· Chief Executive’s report

· separate report on the performance of the organisation against its strategic, business/corporate, annual plans if not covered in the Chief Executive’s report (It is particularly important to have a separate item for this if it is a large or complex organisation.)

· financial report

· strategic issues

· other key issues requiring the board’s attention

· reports from board committees

· compliance issues

· review of the meeting

If the board regularly has difficulty doing justice to the whole agenda, it is useful to indicate which are the key discussion items on the agenda for example by printing them in bold. The Chair may wish to indicate in advance which of the items on the agenda will only be discussed at the meeting if at least one trustee indicates at least 48 hours before the meeting, that he/she wishes the item to be discussed. Some charities insist that any matter to be brought up under “Any other business” should be notified to the Chair or Chief Executive or Company Secretary at least 48 hours before the meeting. 

Matters arising

Another time saver is to have a rolling ‘matters arising’ chart showing the status or progress of actions required from the previous meeting and actions from earlier meetings that have not been completed. Items remain on the chart until they are completed and the Board has been informed. As Chief Executive you need to ensure either by doing it yourself or by delegating it to a member of your team such as the Company Secretary, that this chart is accurate and complete. The chart is also a useful mechanism for the Chair to check that action required by the Board or a board committee is carried out. 

Sample matters arising chart

	Minute number
	Cross reference to any other committee
	Item 
	Action required
	By whom 
	Progress

	6.3
	
	Marketing strategy
	Identify potential competitors
	Dir. of Marketing
	Included in this meetings board papers

	11
	F5
	Trading company
	Business plan required
	MD of trading company
	To board at July meeting

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


Preparing board information  

The quality of governance depends very much on the quality of information received by the trustees. Trustees are very dependent on the Chief Executive to provide high quality, timely and relevant papers.  Take this responsibility very seriously and give it the time it deserves or delegate some of it to other members of your senior team as long as you are confident that they understand the importance of board and committee papers and take them seriously. 

It is quite a skill to ensure that the papers focus the Board on governance issues. In my experience, when chief executives complain that their trustees concentrate on management issues rather than governance, it is not uncommon to find that their board papers focus mainly on management issues and management detail and are therefore the main cause of the problem. 

Ground rules for board papers

Simple ground rules for board papers will also help. Work with your Chair to get the trustees to agree on these.  Here is a list of possible ground rules. As always these should be adapted to the needs of the organisation and the Board. 

· All papers will arrive 7 days before the meeting in order to give trustees at least one weekend to read the papers.

· All papers will arrive at the same time and appropriately bound together.

· Papers tabled at the meeting will not be accepted except in very exceptional circumstances. 

· All papers will be taken as read at the meeting.

· All papers will be succinct and to the point.

· All papers will carry a cover sheet explaining very succinctly the reason for the paper coming to the board and will draw out the key governance issues. The cover sheet should indicate clearly the name of its author and the name of the member of the Senior Management team who is responsible. (See example)

· All longer papers (and there will be few of these) will carry a one or, at the very most, two page analytical summary.

· The first time they are used all acronyms will be written in full (followed by the acronym in brackets) and all technical terms will be explained briefly (not more than 2 or 3 lines) in a footnote or as an appendix to the paper.

· Whenever possible papers should provide hard evidence although trustees and management need to be aware that it is much more difficult and sometimes impossible to produce evidence for ‘soft’ issues.

Cover sheets

One way of ensuring that trustees concentrate on governance is to have a cover sheet for each board paper. Cover sheets should highlight key governance issues in each paper. Correctly used cover sheets, well thought out agendas and high quality papers will help to ensure that the business of the board is carried out much more effectively.

Sample cover sheet for board papers (based on cover sheet of board papers of the Refugee Council)

	Board of Trustees 



	Title of paper: 



	Prepared by:

SMT member responsible:
	Date:


	Status:

[e.g. For Info]
	Agenda item: 



	Analytical Summary Drawing out Key Governance Issues:

	

	Financial Summary [If relevant]

	

	Risks

	

	Recommendation:





Information and the Chief Executive

The Trustees depend on the Chief Executive to provide them with the information they need to govern well. A good Chief Executive needs to work with the Chair to ensure that the information is timely, balanced, honest and succinct. Most boards receive regular information at meetings from their Chief Executive. 

It is important for you to develop a relationship with your trustees based on openness, honesty, respect and trust. A relationship which sees you and your trustees totally committed to achieving the organisation’s objects and each other as partners in leading and achieving the organisation’s mission. 

I carried out research into what chairs and chief executives would like to see in a Chief Executive’s report, Vic Cocker, Chair of WaterAid, summed up the views of several chairs when he wrote: ‘It is important that there is a culture of “bad news up front” – rather than leaving it to emerge later’. He went on to add: ‘Trustees should pay particular attention to the tone of the report. Also whether the Chief Executive is in good heart and whether the team is functioning well.’

Individual information styles

What kind of personality are you? Are you an optimist or a pessimist? Are you sufficiently confident of your own ability to give Trustees the good news and the bad news? 

Broadly speaking chief executives fall into three main categories: 

· Those who will only give trustees the good news, who underplay any problems and put a very positive spin on everything. Chairs and trustees can be lulled in to a false sense of security and it is often only when the Chief Executive leaves that the Board discovers huge problems which were kept well hidden from the trustees. The Chair has a duty to ensure, however difficult the task may be, that this does not happen and that there are both internal and external checks and assurances that will give the Board an honest, balanced picture of how the organisation is performing and what challenges are on the horizon. 

· Those who are very mindful that trustees carry ultimate responsibility for the organisation and that trustees can, in certain circumstances, be personally liable. As a result when they report to trustees they concentrate on problems, risks and bad news and always present the worst case scenario. For example budgets will be very pessimistic so trustees are fully aware of what the worst financial position might be. Quite often, chief executives in this group will forget to give the Board the good news and to tell trustees about the many achievements of the organisation. Board meetings can therefore be constantly worrying and depressing. However as a trustee I prefer to have a Chief Executive from this group rather than the Chief Executive who always tells you everything in the garden is rosy. If you are a Chief Executive that falls in this category, make yourself include highlights and successes in each report to the Board and ensure there are objective tools for measuring the performance of the organisation. 

· Those who always give a very balanced and honest view of the current situation and also on what lies ahead. However brilliant an organisation is, there will always be some things that are not working out as well as they should and there will always be risks and challenges ahead. A highly professional Chief Executive who is also confident of his/her own ability to do the job well, and who sees leadership of the organisation as a partnership with the Board, will ensure that he/she gives trustees a very balanced view of what is happening and what the problems are as well as keeping the trustees informed about what might be on the horizon. This is the category in which to be. 

The Chief Executive’s report

Most but not all organisations have a separate chief executive’s report. Information required from a chief executive may be covered in the different board papers.  Some or all of these papers may be written by you as Chief Executive or by other members of your senior management or leadership team. A chief executive’s report to the Board is recommended as it is a mechanism for communicating directly with your Board and gives you the opportunity to raise with the trustees various issues that may not otherwise be brought to their attention. 

If there is a chief executive’s report, what should it cover ideally? When posed with this question as part of my research for this publication, Robin Stephenson, Director of Corporate Affairs at The Health Foundation summed up the difficulties of answering the question. He writes:

‘The contents of a chief executive’s report to the board of trustees will vary depending upon a number of factors, in particular:

· The nature of the organisation’s activities

· The size of the organisation

· The stage of the organisation’s development

· The size of the executive team

· The frequency of board meetings

· Other regular reports to the board

· Other methodologies adopted to keep trustees informed’

But even though it can be difficult arriving at the perfect content for a report, trustees, chairs and chief executives alike are in agreement about style and format. They felt that the report should be: 

· Short (ideally not more than 4 to 5 pages) 

· Broad in thrust but exact in language

· Informed and balanced in presentation

· Timely in relation to developing events

· Focussed on necessary policy decisions

· Forward looking 

· Honest and open

What to leave out

There is also broad consensus about what chief executives should omit from their reports to make them more focussed and to the point. 

Interesting but unimportant information

A chief executive’s report that is full only of these ‘chatty’ or ‘housekeeping’ items disempowers the board and side-tracks trustees away from the important governance issues into interesting but trivial information and into management. This tactic is sometimes used as a ploy by a tiny number of chief executives to keep trustees away from the major decisions and in ignorance of what is really happening in the organisation. 

To deal with interesting chat, suggest that a regular newsletter is circulated between meetings to trustees (often called ‘Board Newsletter’) giving trustees all the interesting but relatively unimportant ‘bits and pieces’ about the work of the organisation and its people.

Insufficient or unhelpful information 

It is part of your professional duty to provide the Board with the information they need to govern well. Your job description should clearly indicate your responsibility to ensure that the Board receives timely advice and appropriate information on all relevant matters. 

If you are not giving the trustees the level and quality of timely information and advice that they need, the Chair needs to discuss these needs openly with you. It may be that as a new Chief Executive you are only imitating your former Chief Executive.

If this is the case you should expect the Board through the Chair to articulate what information they need from you. Remember it is what the Board collectively wants and needs that is important and not just what the Chair feels is needed. If you are not sure the Chair is reflecting the collective view of the Board, try including board information and advice needs as an item on the next agenda or on the programme for the next board away day.   

At the end of the day, if you repeatedly fail to keep them appropriately informed then the Board should take disciplinary action. 

Framework for a Chief Executive report

It can be difficult to find the right format for a Chief Executive report. Nevertheless, my research shows that chairs and trustees need to receive information and guidance directly from the Chief Executive in order to govern well. Based on my research with chairs and chief executives, the following is a framework that most chairs taking part in the survey wanted and which your organisation can adapt to create a reporting procedure that is right for your needs. (Note: not every item below needs to be covered in every chief executive’s report or in every pack of board meeting papers.)

Yesterday and today

· A synopsis of how the organisation is doing (what is going well and what is not);

· Highlights of current successes and achievements including good PR, awards, plaudits and peer recognition;

· Shift in the positioning of strategy implementation which has been made necessary by changes in resources, constraints and performance; 

· High likelihood/high impact risks of any current activities and potential risks of future activities from both proposed action and from not taking any action;

· Early warning of contentious issues, reputational issues, and legal and contractual risks including threatened litigation and progress of actual litigation;

· Feedback from stakeholders especially beneficiaries;

· Your current worries (‘What keeps the Chief Executive awake at night’) together with hopes and concerns;

· Any personal angles or advice on the issues on the board’s agenda;

· Progress of any major campaigns being run by the organisation and the organisation’s responses to major consultation on issues that are likely to affect the organisation. 

Tomorrow

· Issues on the horizon that might impact on the organisation either positively or negatively or which may develop into major risks;

· Regular environmental scans and reports on changes, opportunities, challenges etc. Proactive consultation of trustees on emerging issues;

· Analysis of trends and what this might imply for the organisation’s future (For example: drop in income, increasing costs, drop in the number of volunteers, greater demands for some services, fewer beneficiaries);

· Strategic or tactical, medium or long-term, needs of the organisation including positioning of the organisation, possible partnerships.

Housekeeping

· Key staffing changes, changes in the management structures, key management issues and significant management decisions of which the trustees need to be aware.
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