
D emands for greater levels of governance 
accountability require motivated, knowledgeable 
trustees who understand how to think and lead 

strategically. An understanding of current issues and 
projections, visionary thinking and scenario planning is key to 
meaningful board leadership. To get there, boards must start 
with the essentials. Trustees who understand their roles and 
responsibilities, commit to ongoing learning, and have the 
necessary tools and resources will be well situated for success. 

The following ten governance action areas should be 
considered by boards of trustees as they prepare themselves 
for the coming year and beyond.   

 

1. Knowledge-Building 

Governance education is a continual process, not an end result. 
The end result and benefit of governance education is greater 
knowledge and leadership intelligence that ensure trustees are 
fully-prepared to engage around critical issues, and make 
evidence-based vs. “gut”-based decisions. Well-planned and 
well-focused governance education builds the “knowledge 
capital” the board needs to ensure that the right decisions will 
be made, using meaningful information and data. 

 Are you confident your board has adequate knowledge 
about its fiduciary responsibilities, board vs. management 
responsibilities, quality and patient safety, commitment to 
the community, board/Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 

relationships, board/medical staff relationships, workforce 
and changes in health care reimbursement? 

 Do your board members attend or participate in 
governance education sessions and engage in discussions 
and deliberation about issue implications and next steps? 

 Is your board, senior leadership and medical staff ready to 
provide the leadership required to successfully navigate 
the trends and implications that will shape the 
environment in the next five years? 

 

2. Trustee Succession Planning 

Recruiting new trustees to serve on your board is as important 
as CEO recruitment. How well boards plan and execute this 
process defines the organization’s leadership success for years 
to come. 

Governance succession planning is the key to not only filling an 
empty seat on the  board, but to strengthening board and 
organizational performance. By regularly assessing the board’s 
leadership strengths and weaknesses, and using the hospital’s 
strategic plan to define critical future leadership requirements, 
the board can identify governance “gaps” that can be closed 
through targeted trustee recruitment. 

 What missing, yet critical trustee skills, expertise and 
perspectives will be necessary for your board to possess in 
the future? 
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 What “gaps” in governance expertise and perspectives 
should your board fill through trustee succession?   

 

3. Trustee Orientation  

Trustees are accountable for their decisions and fulfillment of 
their fiduciary duties beginning day one of their board service. 
While many admit it takes at least one, if not more years for 
most trustees to gain the depth of knowledge and 
understanding needed to be an effective board member, many 
trustees are thrust into board service with insufficient 
orientation and little or no governance education. Even 
organizations with sound orientation programs in place may 
need to reconsider how to best prepare new trustees for the 
work and responsibilities of today’s board. 

A new trustee orientation should be a year long process that, 
when thoughtfully designed, will speed up the trustee’s depth 
of understanding, effectiveness and readiness to make valued 
contributions to the board. 

 Does your board have a comprehensive governance 
manual? 

 What is your process for on-boarding new trustees over 
the first year of board service, and are mentors used to 
help new trustees ramp up quickly and successfully? 

 

4. CEO Succession Planning 

One of the principal accountabilities of the board of trustees is 
to ensure that the organization has consistently effective 
executive leadership at the top. The board is responsible for 
recruiting, motivating and retaining the CEO. This responsibility 
is not carried out in isolation. It is a continuous, evolving 
process of ensuring that leadership succession is planned and 
coordinated in a meaningful way to ensure a seamless 
transition from one executive leader to another. 

The aim of succession planning should be to identify and have 
ready a process, guidelines and tools for recruiting or 
appointing a new CEO, whether the current CEO leaves 
abruptly, or the leave is well-planned in advance.  It is not 
necessarily the determination of who the next CEO should be, 
nor who in the organization to groom as potential successors.  

 Does your board have a CEO succession plan with an up-
to-date CEO job description?  

 Does your board understand the difference between 
succession planning and actively recruiting for a new CEO? 

 Does your board have a clear process for evaluating the 
CEO’s performance and compensation? 

 

5. Governance Performance and Practices 
Assessment 

A governance practice and performance assessment is an 
organized evaluation of board members’ satisfaction with all 
aspects of board performance in fulfilling the board’s 
governance responsibilities. Governance assessments generally 
use a combination of quantitative and qualitative 
measurements of board, committee and individual 
performance. 

An effective governance assessment is only the first step in 
developing trustees to be highly effective strategic thinkers 
and leaders able to provide unique perspectives and counsel. It 
establishes a benchmark for board performance in a broad 
range of important areas. An assessment also identifies 
governance strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and barriers, 
as well as areas where board members may lack consensus on 
their performance and expectations. Insights derived from the 
assessment can help drive an agenda for improvement that 
includes targeted governance education, board succession 
planning, development of critical competencies, and an 
ongoing process of “governance gain.” 

 Can your board define how it makes a unique and 
meaningful difference for the hospital and the 
communities it serves? 

 Does your board conduct a governance assessment 
annually? 

 Do all board members participate in the assessment 
process and does the full board review the results to 
determine opportunities for governance improvement? 

 

6. Governance Best Practices 

Conducting regular board assessments allows the board to 
benchmark its performance.  Boards should also know how 
they compare to other boards across the country, continually 
seeking opportunities and ideas for improvements in structure, 
composition, culture, and more. 
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 How would you describe your board culture and 
performance?   

 Are you confident that your board agendas and 
discussions focus on the right issues? 

 Do you know how your governing practices compare to 
those of other boards (such as attributes, meeting 
frequency, nature of board agendas and discussion, board 
practices, etc.)? 

 

7. Governance Report Card 

Too often boards of trustees assume that quality and patient 
safety, finance, workforce and community health are not issues 
in their hospital unless they hear otherwise. Instead, boards 
should ask specific questions to ascertain the hospital’s current 
performance, and pinpoint the areas with the greatest need or 
opportunity for improvement or with the greatest impact to 
the organization’s success in achieving its vision and fulfilling 
its mission. 

Every board should utilize a “dashboard” to review and monitor 
key metrics in critical areas such as quality and patient safety, 
community health, financial and operating ratios, and more. 
While each board’s dashboard will be unique, indicators should 
be limited to high-level measures that will help the board 
identify trends and directions without becoming mired in too 
much detail. 

 Does your board regularly review a dashboard with easy-to
-read metrics and does the dashboard prompt deeper 
questions, dialogue and discussion? 

 Do you make adjustments to your strategic plan and goals 
as new information and trends arise? 

 

8. The Board Retreat 

Board retreats are one of the most important leadership efforts 
governing teams participate in. Few other activities offer 
boards the opportunity to think, focus and plan the way a 
retreat can. To be effective, the retreat must be carefully 
planned, coordinated and executed, otherwise it’s simply 
another long meeting. 

 Does your board hold an annual retreat and do trustees 
believe it is a good use of their time? 

 Are trustee, leadership and medical staff perspectives 
solicited in shaping the retreat agenda, and are retreat 
agendas focused on deep dialogue and robust discussion? 

 

9. Governance Policies and Procedures 

Well thought-out policies and procedures set a clear 
expectation and standard for the manner and process in which 
certain situations and issues will be handled. Establishing a 
decision once in regards to specific situations and issues 
creates efficiency and consistency. 

Inherent in the adoption of a written policy is the expectation 
that the organization will follow the direction outlined in the 
policy. Failing to make a policy available and known to all 
affected parties, educating trustees and/or employees about 
the policy or simply not ensuring that the protocols of the 
policy are consistently followed essentially nullifies its 
existence. 

 Does your board have the appropriate and required 
policies and procedures in place (such as conflict of 
interest, public disclosure, and whistleblower)? 

 Do all board members know, understand and agree to the 
policies and procedures? 

 

10. Committee Charters 

Board committees, task forces and advisory councils are an 
essential component of effective governance and leadership.  
They form the “substructure” that enables the governing board 
to focus on larger issues of policy, strategy and vision. Board 
committees must have a vital purpose with clearly established 
roles and responsibilities. 

 Do board committees, task forces and councils have 
charters that clearly define their roles and responsibilities? 

 Does the current governance structure best position the 
entire organization for long-term success? 
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A governance development calendar should be created by the board’s governance committee, or other relevant committee or task 
force.  The calendar should be approved and funded by the full board. The example below assumes the board meets every other 
month. 

Month 1:  Ensure board awareness of its fiduciary duties, the differences in board vs. management roles and responsibilities, and build 
awareness and understanding of emerging health care trends and their implications for the organization.  

 Read, watch or participate in governance education about board fiduciary duties, and the differences between governance 
and management responsibilities.  Engage the full board in conversation to ensure everyone is “on the same page.” 

 Review projected health care trends for the coming year and discuss implications. 

Month 3:  Begin succession planning in preparation for two upcoming board vacancies.  Build board knowledge about quality and 
patient safety, and the importance of engaging in deep, meaningful board discussions and deliberations in preparation for the 
upcoming board retreat.  

 Prepare/review and update existing trustee succession planning documents, including a trustee job description and 
identification of skills and experience needed on the board. 

 Update the governance manual and onboarding plan in preparation for new trustees. 

 Read, watch, or participate in governance education focused on the board’s role in quality and patient safety, and on 
ensuring effective board deliberation/dialogue. 

Month 5:  Onboard new trustees, understanding that the onboarding process takes time and a commitment from all board members.  
Conduct a board practices and performance assessment to identify opportunities for governance improvement. 

 Onboard new trustees using the board’s updated governance manual.  Assign each new trustee a board mentor for the first 
year of service. 

 Read, watch or participate in governance education about the board’s role in strategic planning in preparation for the 
upcoming board retreat. 

 Implement a governing practices and performance self-assessment.  

Month 7:  Use the board retreat to discuss the results of the board assessment and begin strategic thinking for the coming year. 

 Review the board assessment results and identify opportunities to strengthen the board’s performance. 

 Through board chair facilitation of the board retreat, maximize trustee engagement and deliberation regarding strategic 
issues, challenges, opportunities and future direction. 

Month 9:  Build on retreat outcomes by working with the leadership team to clearly identify next steps, accountability, and checks 
and balances. 

 Develop a dashboard to track strategic plan outcomes and performance indicators. 

Month 11:  Prepare for the organization’s upcoming community benefit report and the CEO compensation and performance 
evaluation. 

 Read, watch or participate in governance education about building community connections and strengthening community 
partnerships.  Discuss the board’s role and commitment to meeting community needs. 

 Read, watch or participate in governance education about the CEO performance evaluation and compensation process.  
Ensure the board’s policies and procedures are up-to-date and mandate a sound, objective process that establishes 
rebuttable presumption. 

Sample Governance Development Calendar 
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