
When I became the acting president of Hamilton College 
in 1999, I already knew a lot about the college. I am a 1996 
Hamilton graduate, the parent of a former student, and I 
have served for 12 years on the college’s governing board. 
Still, when Hamilton President Eugene Tobin took a much-
deserved sabbatical, I learned more about Hamilton during 
my six months in the presidency than in all my previous 
time associated with the college. Much of what I learned 
will make me — and, I expect, my fellow board members 
— better in the future.

An unusual level of alumni involvement distinguishes 
Hamilton. Typically, more than 55 percent of alumni 
contribute every year to the annual fund, and more than 
a third volunteer to recruit students, raise funds, counsel 
undergraduates about careers, provide internships, conduct 
alumni events, and participate in other activities. As is the 
case at other colleges, Hamilton’s board sets the tone for 
financial and volunteer support.

Yet despite this high level of alumni involvement and my 
own active participation with my alma mater, I had a 
superficial understanding about many important facets 
of the college and wondered whether my fellow board 
members did as well. Naturally, I recognize it is unrealistic 
to expect that board members who typically visit the 
campus just three or four times a year will ever have the 
same breadth and depth of knowledge as the president 
and senior administrators who are charged with the daily 
operations of the institution.

A New Understanding of the College
Soon after I became president, the impact of policy 
decisions became clear to me — much more so than 
when I was a board member. For example, deciding to 
admit an additional 20 to 30 students from the waiting 
list or planning for a larger class, though attractive from a 
financial point of view, had significant ramifications in the 
day-to-day life of the campus. Admitting more students 
means hiring more staff members. Where would we find 
additional housing? And if the new hires were adjuncts, 
how could we be certain they would be as qualified and as 
committed to the institution as full-time faculty members? 
This level of detail rarely makes it to the boardroom, but 
as president, I could see how a tempting financial solution 
might create an irritant in campus life.

My experience as a college president has made me much 
more aware of the nuances of board decision making. Many 
issues that boards are asked to consider require much 
broader scrutiny. Switching roles for six months taught me 
five fundamental lessons that may help boards and board 
members become more effective.

1. Balance the membership of board member  
committees.
Hamilton’s board of directors, like many governing 
boards, consists disproportionately of business executives, 
investors, and successful entrepreneurs. Their acumen is 
in finance and in running a business, so they tend to be 
most interested in the issues — fund-raising, endowment 
performance, and investments — with which they are most 
familiar and where results are tangible. They tend not to 
be so comfortable with the other components that make a 
college successful such as its staff, programs, and facilities.

The tendency among board members to gravitate toward 
finance is understandable. After all, board members 
have a fiduciary responsibility to the college, and given 
today’s fiscal pressures, no board can be blamed for being 
preoccupied with an organization’s assets. But a balanced 
budget and a growing endowment are only two measures of 
an organization’s health.

It is equally important that all board committees have the 
appropriate firepower if the mission of the institution is 
to be fulfilled. The committee on board members should 
look carefully at the distribution of talent and influence 
among the various standing committees to ensure that every 
function has an important voice at the boardroom table.

2. Seek, within limits, close encounters with 
leaders of the organization. 
In my six months as president, I met and spent time with 
most of the faculty, the swimming coach, the chair of the 
chemistry department, the director of the career center - 
people board members typically would not encounter. Yet 
the insights and opinions of such individuals can give board 
members a much broader understanding of an institution.

Recognizing this untapped resource, we restructured board 
weekends at Hamilton to facilitate even greater informal 
interaction between the board and various college 

1A Board Member’s Stint in the Chief Executive’s Chair

BOARD ACTION CALENDAR



Filing requirements 
990 
Starting 2010, every tax-exempt organization with 
$200,000 gross receipts or $500,000 total assets has 
to file annually Form 990. Organizations with gross 
revenue more than $50,000 and less than $200,000 can 
file a shorter version, Form 990-EZ. Small organizations 
with revenues less than $50,000 can file Form 990-
N, an e-postcard. Form 990-PF is designed for private 
foundations. The filing must take place by the fifteenth day 
of the fifth month after the fiscal year is over. For example, 
if the fiscal year ends on December 31, file the 990 by May 
15. Make sure that every board member receives a copy of 
the form and is familiar with it. 

990-T 
If a tax-exempt organization engages in unrelated business 
activities, it must file Form 990-T and possibly pay 
unrelated business income tax. Check the IRS Web site for 
what constitutes unrelated business income. See  
www.irs.gov/publications/p598/ch03.html 

Fundraising registration 
If an organization raises funds in any state where it is not 
incorporated, it must register in that state and file annual 
renewal or financial report. Each state has its own specific 
regulations. See www.multistatefiling.org. 

Employee payroll 
A nonprofit must withhold employee income and Social 
Security taxes and pay them regularly according to a 
schedule set by the IRS. This schedule is different for 
different organizations. Board members and administrators 
must ensure that this happens. The IRS can impose heavy 
penalties for non-compliance. Board members may become 
personally liable for the failed payments.
 
Federal grant reports 
Recipients of federal grants may have to file specific annual 
reports. Check the requirements in the original grant 
agreement or contract.

Additional annual activities
Chief executive performance evaluation 
Each year the board should evaluate the performance of 
the chief executive to make sure annual goals have been 

met and to set expectations for the coming year. This 
process usually has an impact on compensation. To avoid 
intermediate sanctions penalties, it is necessary to verify 
the level of compensation in similar organizations in the 
area. National surveys are acceptable resources.

Conflict-of-interest policy 
Each board member needs to review his and her conflict-
of-interest disclosure form and update it. This allows the 
chair to keep track on board members’ affiliations and how 
they might affect members’ objectivity in decision making.

Annual audit 
One of the best ways to ensure accountability and financial 
integrity is to have an annual independent audit. A 
practical time to arrange this is as soon as possible in the 
beginning of the calendar year if your fiscal year ends in 
December while allowing the staff to get the books ready 
and finish the accounting procedures. Set aside time for the 
board to study the report before its meeting and review it 
with the auditor.

Budget approval 
Towards the end of the fiscal year it is time for the board 
to review and approve the budget for the coming year. The 
staff prepares the budget and the board votes to approve 
the final document. 

Annual retreat 
Most boards can benefit from an annual retreat to 
strengthen relationships and to focus on future challenges. 
Suitable topics include strategic planning, team building, 
or refreshing board members’ understanding of their 
responsibilities.

Contracts and licenses 
The board should make sure that the staff checks the 
validity of all contracts, licenses, policies, and other 
legal agreements. New bids may have to be negotiated. 
Performance of fundraising, legal, or financial consultants 
must be assessed.

Investment policies 
The board needs to review the organization’s investment 
policies and determine whether they continue to follow 
the overall financial objectives and whether they are 
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appropriately taking into account any major changes in the 
investment climate.

Other activities
Review bylaws 
Bylaws are a living document. Boards need to evolve and 
outside demands on a board may change. It is important 
to regularly review this legal document to make sure it 
continues to abide by the laws, is still relevant, and reflects 
the present board culture. The board should also assess the 
status of other general policies. 

Self-assessment 
To be able to maintain high standards, it is necessary to 
periodically evaluate the board’s performance. By engaging 
in self-evaluation, board members are able to look at their 
own accomplishments within their peer group and judge 
how they have managed to reach their objectives. Self-
assessment does not need to be annual. Unless special 
circumstances warrant it, going through the process every 
three or so years provides adequate feedback.

Reference to strategic plan 
To verify that the board and staff are on the right track, it 
is useful to review the strategic plan on a regular basis. It 
is easy to veer off course, even to misinterpret the mission 
at times. It is also easy to remain static and inflexible when 
a more supple approach would allow the organization to 
evolve. A board should devote the majority of its meeting 
time to strategic issues.
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