


All Hands On Board

Volunteerism is an enormous economic force,
yet it is never mentioned in business school or in economics departments.

— Charles Hoadley,
former Chief Economist, Bank of America

What is an “all-volunteer organization”?

f you are reading this handbook, you are part of a huge economic force — that of the

all-volunteer organization (AVO). Among other tasks, members of AVOs clean up

beaches, care for the dying, coach basketball teams, advocate for gun control, rescue
abused animals, raise their voices in song, publish literary journals, raise scholarship
funds, preserve local history, serve as volunteer fire departments, exchange heirloom
seeds, host visitors from foreign countries, help people conquer alcoholism, change public
perception about the disabled, and help adoptees and birth parents find each other. They
make our communities, however defined, work better.

That these and countless other services are provided by volunteers and not by paid
staff of a nonprofit, business, or government agency would come as a surprise to many. In
fact, those of us in all-volunteer organizations often don’t even think of ourselves as the
important economic and social force that we are.

In all AVOs, there is also a group of people who have volunteered not only to do the
work, but to be responsible for the organization. This group, frequently called the board
(short for board of directors), takes on the legal and leadership responsibilities for the
organization. Some groups elect members to form this board, while in others anyone can
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volunteer to join the core group or the steering committee, Because many AVOs haven’t
taken the legal steps to form a nonprofit corporation, there may not be a legal board of
directors. Whatever this group is called, we’ll use the term “board” to identify this leader-
ship group.

Board members of an all-volunteer organization know the important, but often
unrecognized, role that the board plays. In addition to taking responsibility for the
organization’s legal and ethical obligations to donors, clients, and the government, AVO
boards shoulder the responsibility of providing guidance to the organization by managing
the organization and leading the other volunteers with their hands, minds, and spirits.

This handbook explains the two types of responsibilities that AVO boards have and
provides a checklist that helps assess the work of the board. Like most all-volunteer
organizations, the board can be so involved with getting the work done that it seldom
finds the time to examine how the board itself is working, or to celebrate and appreciate
the board’s hard work and achievements.
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What is the board of directors?

Unlike for-profit businesses and corporations, nonprofit organizations aren’t “owned” by
anyone. Instead, they are “owned” by the community — chartered by the government to
serve a public purpose. The board of directors is the group of people that represents the
interests of the “owners” — the community. The board, acting as governors or trustees, is
charged to protect that public purpose — to ensure that funds are used responsibly and as
effectively as possible.

In a nonprofit with paid staff, an important function of the board is to hold staff
accountable to that community purpose — to be sure that the organization is complying
with tax and legal requirements, and using funds efficiently for the organization’s priori-
ties. In addition, board members often assist staff in the work of the organization,

whether that’s helping to raise money, assisting with accounting, or meeting with state or
local officials.

In an all-volunteer organization, there are no paid managers. As a result, it’s often
hard to distinguish between what the board does and what the organization does. For
example, the same person — let’s call her Cristina — may wear two hats when volunteer-
ing for the local garlic festival. When she’s wearing her board member hat, Cristina and
the other board members must obtain local permits and decide how much to spend on
publicity. When she’s wearing her volunteer staft hat, Cristina and the other volunteers
may direct cars to parking areas or design the newspaper ad. At times, these different hats,
or roles, may seem contradictory or confusing, not only for volunteers like Cristina but
also for others inside and outside her all-volunteer organization.
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Ten Jobs for the
Board in the
All-Volunteer Organization

s everyone active in all-volunteer organizations knows, not all AVOs are alike. So
Ait shouldn’t be surprising that the board’s responsibilities are different from one
AVO to another. This handbook addresses the key, basic responsibilities of
boards in all-volunteer organizations. Each organization will want to define its responsi-
bilities for itself, using this handbook as a starting point.

There are two types of responsibilities that boards have in all-volunteer organizations.
The first type is related to responsibility for the nonprofit corporation, as protectors of the
public interest as embodied in the organization. These responsibilities are often called the
board’s corporate or governance responsibilities. The second type is related to the board as
the leaders and chief volunteers in the organization — the responsibilities for managing,
leading, and doing.

There’s also an important distinction to make between the responsibilities of the
board as a whole, and the responsibilities of individual board members. (See “The Board
Responsibility Matrix,” page 8.)

The board’s governance responsibilities

As those legally responsible for the nonprofit corporation or association, the board of
directors accepts responsibility for some important areas.

1. Handle the money and file the forms.

Whether an organization’s funds come from a bake sale, a grant from a foundation, a gala
dinner-dance, or contributions from members, the board’s responsibility is to make sure
that the organization has raised sufficient funds for operating its programs and that the
money is handled wisely, carefully, and in a way that’s accountable to the donors and the
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The Board Responsibility Matrix

The board as managers and
leaders of the organization.

The board as the governors or
trustees of the organization.

Responsibilities

In its management and leadership roles,
board members fulfill these responsibilities
through their actions as individuals.

In its governance role, the board
fulfills its responsibilities by acting
as a collective body.

Objectives

To ensure that the organization
fulfills its legal and financial
responsibilities and fulfills its

responsibilities to the community.

To ensure that the organization’s

work is accomplished and to represent

the organization to the community.

1. Handle the money and file the forms,
Safeguard assets from misuse, waste,
and embezzlement.

. Keep it legal and safe. Ensure compli-
ance with federal, state, and local
regulations, and fulfillment of
contractual obligations.

. Make big decisions for the future.

. Make sure the organization is ac-
countable to its constituencies, and
protect the organization’s reputation.

. Get help when you need it.

. Plan for arrival and departure of
individual members.

10.

. Get the work done.
. Support other volunteers so they can

successfully contribute to the
organization’s work.

. Be ambassadors to the community.

Lend names and personal credibility
and reputation to the organization.
Pass along the covenant. Provide
leadership in spirit.
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community. In most all-volunteer organizations, the treasurer is a member of the board,
and he or she writes the checks, makes the deposits, and gives financial updates to the board.

Because most all-volunteer organizations have an informal air about them, it’s easy
for finances to be treated in a casual way. But when money matters are treated casually, it
can become too easy for money to get lost, or for some people to question how money
has been spent, or even for some people to take advantage of the informality and take
some of the organization’s money for their own benefit.

The responsibility of the whole board is to protect not only the organization’s money
but also the treasurer’s credibility. Make sure that there are checks and balances in place,
such as requiring a second signature on outgoing checks or having someone other than
the treasurer count the cash at an event before the deposit. If the organization is unhappy
with the performance of the treasurer, the board shouldn’t be shy about suggesting that a
new treasurer be elected who may have more time or experience to do the job right.

In addition to handling the funds, various kinds of reports are also required. Donors
need to have acknowledgments sent to them as documentation for their tax returns. And
nonprofit organizations that typically receive $25,000 or more in gross income must file
Federal Form 990 (or 990EZ) with the Internal Revenue Service on an annual basis. Form
990 asks for financial information and program information, and because 990 is a public
document, it must be made available to the public on request. In addition, state govern-
ments (and some local governments) also require nonprofit filings.

One person on the board should be assigned the responsibility of knowing the federal
and state filing requirements and making sure that the forms are filed on time.

2. Keep it legal and safe.

The board should ensure that it is legal and safe for people — including themselves! — to
volunteer. If an AVO uses office space or owns a building, such as a historic home, the
organization should be sure to have insurance in case of fire, theft, or accidents and
should regularly check to be sure that the building is reasonably safe and secure. If vol-
unteers drive people to the doctor, plant trees, care for injured animals, or coach young
athletes, the organization should consider obtaining insurance in case the volunteers are
injured while doing their work.

Don’t forget that volunteers, like paid workers, must comply with laws related to the
work they do. Of course, volunteers must have valid driver’s licenses if they are driving
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