
In recent years public service organizations have 

been traumatized by combinations of downsizing,

restructuring and reengineering. The centralization of

education, hospital restructuring, involuntary mergers

and drastic budget cuts for community services have left

many public sector organizations reeling in chaos.

Brutal workloads for doctors, nurses and other health

care professionals have created working conditions 

that are described as “toxic”. These conditions are now

resulting in lower patient/family satisfaction rates and in

suboptimal patient outcomes.

Teacher-bashing, educrat-bashing and confusion around

roles and responsibilities of Boards of Education have

produced a climate of fear, anxiety and anger – hardly the

kind of environment to foster learning.

Social and community service sector workers who are

unable to meet the demands of oppressive workloads are

miserable. People in genuine need are too often treated

with disrespect and are left feeling like helpless victims

because public servants have become very grumpy.

What can be done about such an unhappy state of affairs?

This paper suggests that much can be done: starting at

the top.

Time for Change

Those organizations that are exhausted by the blame

and acrimony of the past several years – and are ready 

to move on – need to start with some honest, open 

conversations between the leaders of the organization:

Boards, CEOs and senior staff.
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Our paper explores some of the key success factors that will enable public sector 

organizations to achieve their purpose – their reason for existence. Specifically, it examines 

best practices between Boards and CEOs; between managers and the front-line staff who 

deliver services; and it examines some of the best practice tools and processes for linking

Board/CEO and management accountabilities. Given that the quality of these relationships

directly affects the performance of an organization, it is essential that public sector leaders

understand how the design of their structures, systems, processes and practices determine

whether they are synergistic, accountable and outcomes-focused, or dysfunctional, blame-

focused and painfully stuck in the status quo.



This exploration is for those who, as Robert Greenleaf

stated in his essay, Trustees As Servants: “are dissatisfied

with their present roles, and have a strong urge to do the

best they can, so that they will venture to make a wholly

new role for themselves with only the vision of the 

possibility of greatness to guide them.”

Whether an organization is faced with the chaos 

associated with balancing their budget, or if they have an

expectation of significant improvements in their revenue,

in either case, they must think through the best strategic

options before taking action.

Using a systems perspective, leaders need to focus on

approaches that examine structures, roles, and the way

the organization is designed, rather

than falling into blaming and finger-

pointing – whether it is direct or subtle. 

By encouraging ongoing open, honest

conversations about the distinct con-

tributions of both the CEO and the

Board, we can create strong, account-

able organizations that move strategi-

cally toward the achievement of their 

missions and visions.

CEOs and their Boards need to ask themselves: Do we

have a safe environment in which the Board and CEO can

speak the whole truth?

Moving Beyond
Existing Models

Our reality is that in today’s chaotic and ever-chang-

ing environment, Boards and CEOs do not spend much

time thinking about, planning for, and engaging in 

effective governance processes. We are so busy attending

to business and reacting to today’s crisis, that most 

organizations fail to engage in direct conversations about

the respective leadership roles that the Board and CEO

need to play in order to achieve the intended purpose 

of the organization. Most of our efforts, talents and 

creative energies are devoted to the “crisis du jour” –

which continue to unfold at ever increasing rates.

Organizations that have successfully transformed them-

selves were able to undergo profound change because

they redefined themselves as learning organizations, 

and were able to develop new approaches to leadership:

servant leadership, stewardship, adaptive leadership.

They are organizations that were able to discover how to

align their structures, systems, and processes in ways that

enabled them to move towards their vision for what they

wanted to become.  They are organizations that were 

able to find the right balance of empowerment and

accountability that supports people to successfully

achieve their outcomes.

However, such dramatic shifts in perfor-

mance require a very different approach

than our traditional models of gover-

nance, managerial leadership and strat-

egy implementation.

In his essay, The Servant As Leader,

Greenleaf wrote: “The servant-leader is

servant first... It begins with the natural

feeling that one wants to serve, to serve

first. Then conscious choice brings 

one to aspire to lead... the difference

manifests itself in the care taken by the servant – first to

make sure that other people’s highest-priority needs are

being served.” 

According to Greenleaf, the best test, and the most 

difficult to administer is: “do those served grow as 

persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier,

wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to

be-come servants? And, what is the effect on the least

privileged in society: will they benefit, or, at least, not be 

further deprived?” 

To date, Greenleaf’s message has not been widely heard.

Greenleaf calls us to serve, and to be diligent about the

trust we hold – both as Boards and as CEOs.

What we know after a decade of research and direct expe-

rience with organizational transformation is that there

are no “models”. Every organization faces their own

unique set of circumstances and will require solutions

that reflect the truth about the realities they face.
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“Leaders need to
examine structures
and roles, rather 

than fall into 
blaming and 

finger-pointing.”



While there is a growing body of “lessons learned” and

best practices for leaders to draw upon, the fact is that

successful leadership must be grounded in: the truth

about the internal and external realities (shared

reality); a powerful vision of the future that is shared by 

a critical mass of stakeholders (shared vision); a deep

commitment to serve the organization’s customers and

to support the staff (ethics); as well as the willingness to

take action (courage) that results in change.

Systems Thinking 

Organizations that have successfully transformed

their governance and management processes are those

that have rooted their thinking in a systems perspective

and tapped into the collective intelligence of their 

people. 

Rather than falling into finger-pointing and blame –

which too often characterizes Board/CEO relations –

Board members and senior staff need to dialogue openly

and honestly about how the design of their systems,

structures, incentives and  processes are producing the

results that are being achieved.

When an organization has decided to redesign their 

systems and structures, the skill and discipline of systems

thinking is an essential tool. 

Systems thinking is a knowledge economy skill that

enables teams to discover the key leveraged actions that

will propel the organization towards its vision, and

towards achieving the outcomes and targets that they set

out in best practice strategy implementation frameworks

like Balanced Scorecards.

The Balanced Scorecard is a systems thinking-based tool

that is rooted in the “lessons learned” from re-engineer-

ing, restructuring and mergers.  Rather than having hos-

pitals, Boards of Education or social service agencies

focused on just their financial results, the Balanced

Scorecard is focused on the right balance of outcomes for

the organization’s customers, for the financial interests of

taxpayers; for the internal processes; and, for the learning

and growth of the organization’s employees.

Peter Senge, author of The Fifth

Discipline, calls systems thinking

“the cornerstone of the learning

organization”. Systems thinking

is a practical and useful tool in

our discussion of Board/CEO

/Staff relations.  

With the skill of systems think-

ing, we step back from particular

events to look at emerging pat-

terns – to see the “bigger picture”. As fallible human

beings, we often rush to decisions without a clear under-

standing of why a particular problem has emerged. The

practice of systems thinking ensures that reflection and

dialogue on patterns – not events – occur before deci-

sions are taken.

Prior to entering into a discussion of options for build-

ing strong Board, CEO and management relations, we

need the ability to examine the whole situation – our

shared reality, with no illusions and no blame. 

To see the whole system, we need to consider our vision,

assumptions, and realities when designing systems. 

In exploring the relationships of the Board, CEO and

staff we need to truly understand these elements – in

order to find the most leveraged solutions that will lead

us towards stronger organizational leadership.
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A best practice dialogue tool that enables Boards and

senior management to explore their shared reality,

shared vision and assumptions is the Systems Leverage

Model. (see diagram below)

This thinking and dialogue process enables Boards and

senior management teams to explore their circumstances

and to generate the best ideas on the options and lever-

aged actions that will propel them to the future they wish

to create together.

From the “lessons learned” from organizations that have

succeeded in transforming themselves, we can develop

some basic assumptions to hold while determining what

the organization’s vision and strategy should be.

Assumptions 

Some high level core assumptions about governance

and managerial leadership include:

• It is impossible for Boards to oversee all the detail

involved in the running of the organization. It is more 

effective to hold the CEO accountable for what is to be

achieved – ends/outcomes/results that flow from the

Board’s vision.

• Boards need to assume their role and take responsi-

bility for their functioning as an interdependent body

capable of tapping into their collective wisdom – not

simply a collection of individuals.

• Boards and CEOs need to develop a partnership –

based upon mutual respect, honesty and a meaningful

understanding of their distinct roles and functions.

• A commitment must be made by Boards, CEOs and

senior management teams to take the time to build

relationships and skills for working cooperatively

together in their respective leadership capacities.

• The approach to Board and CEO relations must go

beyond a pre-occupation with problem-solving. The

focus needs to be on building capacity within our

organizations to continuously change, adapt and

improve.

• Structures, systems and processes drive behaviour and

thinking within organizations – not personalities. 

The right organizational design and appropriate

accountability structures and processes will produce

the right outcomes.

If Boards and staff are to move beyond the limitations of

their existing structures and roles, they need to surface

and test their own assumptions. Having a common

understanding of the whole truth about your current 

circumstances is essential to forging effective and 

productive relationships.

True Dialogue 

The frantic pace of change experienced by public 

sector organizations over the past several years has 

produced organizational cultures that are characterized

by fear, anxiety, politics, and the defensive routines of

blame and blame-avoidance. While such dynamics are

common throughout many public service organizations,

they often start right at the top – between Boards and

senior staff.
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Dialogue is a reflective learning process in which group

members seek to understand one another’s point-of-view

and deeply held assumptions. With its roots from the 

Greek dialogos (dia means through and logos means the

word), dialogue is therefore a process of “meaning mak-

ing through words.” Through dialogue, people learn how

to think together, thereby developing collective meaning

and shared understanding. 

An exploration of Board and CEO relations needs to find

its roots in the mission, vision and strategy of our 

organizations. Asking the proper question – and living

with the question, and the inherent tension which it 

creates – is the key to transforming Board/CEO and

senior management relationships. The questions we 

ask must also be linked to action. They need to spark

attention, perception, energy and effort. 

The ability to have open, honest dia-

logues and conversations is the key to

effective relationships at all levels of our

organizations. 

Dialogue is a process and skill that

enables us to obtain a better under-

standing of our full reality – based on 

multiple perspectives – rather than being caught in a

mental blinder where we believe “my reality is the reali-

ty.” Organizations that have achieved breakthroughs in

performance using Balanced Scorecard methodologies

credit the skill of dialogue that they developed within

their organization.

Garmston and Wellman in their essay, School Reform 

in a Quantum Universe, describe how the dialogue

process “builds a sense of connection and belonging, and

creates an emotional and cognitive safety zone where

ideas flow for examination without judgment. It 

connects individuals to their underlying motivations 

and mental models. This form of talk is the foundation

for coherent community building.”  

For this reason, dialogue is an essential skill for success

in the complex, ever-changing work environments of

public sector organizations. Dialogue enables us to see “a

bigger picture” as we learn from the multiple perspectives

of Board Members, senior staff and the front-line

providers of services.

Through dialogue and reflection teams and organiza-

tions can safely surface and test their assumptions as they

determine the best combination of leveraged actions to

propel the organization towards its vision of the future.

Boards and CEOs 

In order to understand the unique relationship

between Boards and CEOs, the dialogue needs to identi-

fy and recognize the differing frames of reference of each:

• CEOs are paid and Board members are volunteers.

• CEOs are full-time and Board members are part-time.

• CEOs are focused solely on the 

organization – while Board mem-

bers juggle a variety of commit-

ments (e.g. other Boards, a full-time 

profession, etc.)

• CEOs can make decisions alone 

while Board members make deci-

sions only as a group – often with a 

diversity of stakeholders represented.

• CEOs have professional expertise and knowledge of

the organization while Board members typically know

relatively little about the organization’s business, at

least compared to staff professionals.

• CEOs’ accountabilities are defined by the Board, with

the Board holding ultimate accountability for the

organization.

These distinctions present us with many challenges in

building strong Board and CEO relationships. CEOs will

sometimes complain that Boards are not committing

enough time and attention to the organization while

Board members may feel the CEO doesn’t keep them

well enough informed.

Ronald Heifetz, who teaches at the JFK School of

Government at Harvard University, uses the image 

of the balcony and the dance floor to illustrate the

importance of the different vantage points for leaders. 

He notes: 
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“Because Board members are more emotionally distant

from the day-to-day action of the organization, they

often are in a better position to see things from a balcony

perspective. They can observe the whole of the dance 

floor without getting caught up in the dance. In the 

knowledge economy organizations must develop the

capacity to change quickly to adapt to constantly 

changing environments.”

Heifetz says “trustee wisdom comes from its broad focus.

While staff must pay attention to the trees, trustees can

look at the whole forest.”

Given the temptations which the Board

has to leave the balcony (“we just want

to have one dance”), they are challenged

to dialogue about how they can stay on

the balcony and feel secure there.

As the clammer for public sector

accountability grows louder, Chief

Administrative Officers of Municipali-

ties, Directors of Education, CEOs of

hospitals and Executive Directors of

agencies and the provincial govern-

ment will need to define just what they

mean by the concept and process of

accountability.

The Knowledge Workplace 

Not only do we need to look at Board and CEO rela-

tions within a context of their distinct contributions, we

also need to consider the work environment in which

governing is taking place. 

In the knowledge economy, organizations must develop

the capacity to change quickly in order to adapt to 

constantly changing environments. By focusing on 

building the internal capacity to redesign our organiza-

tions, public services will be able to continuously adapt

to the changing expectations of funders, regulators, their

customers, and taxpayers.

If we accept that our workplaces are changing, and that

Boards and CEOs share a common commitment to

building successful organizations, then we need to fun-

damentally examine how the relationship between the

Board and CEO can become as productive as possible.

Many Boards and CEOs find themselves today in a 

traditional command and control relationship – rather

than one that is defined by interdependence, collabora-

tion and partnership.

In the knowledge economy, traditional command/

control hierarchical management styles and structures

are being replaced with decision-making structures and

new organizational cultures that build a new balance of

empowerment and accountability. Successful, sustainable

organizational transformation requires that the knowl-

edge, skills and wisdom of the whole organization are

channeled effectively. 

The key issue for Board/Senior Staff

dialogue is: how can we create the right

balance of empowerment and accountabil-

ity in our organization?

Learning Organizations utilize best

practice tools and processes to balance

empowerment and accountability in

ways that unleash the creative capacity

of people to achieve the outcomes that

they are accountable for achieving – by

providing managers with the supports

they need to be successful.

Dramatic improvements in performance seem to emerge

where Policy Governance, Balanced Scorecards and Account-

ability Agreements have been combined in unique ways

that enable them to successfully achieve their outcomes.

Boards, CEOs and senior staff need to explore how they

can transform their existing systems, structures and

processes of command and control to organizational

models which liberate employee know-how to improve

the organization’s performance.

Hospitals, school boards and community agencies all

have within them the answers to their most perplexing

issues. Learning organizations are designed to tap into

the collective wisdom of the people who actually 

deliver services – the nurses, doctors, front-line workers,

teachers, social workers, etc. – by better balancing

empowerment and accountability, and by involving

everyone in the change process. 
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Redefining Accountability

The very concept of accountability needs

to be redefined within the public sector.

Accountability is very different than blam-

ing, which means “to find fault with, to

censure, revile, reproach.” Blaming is an

emotional process that seeks to discredit

the blamed. 

Marilyn Paul – a leading scholar on the

concept of accountability – explains that

“blaming is more than just a process of

allocating fault. It is often a process of

shaming others and searching for something wrong 

with them. Blaming provides an early and artificial 

solution to a complex problem. Blame makes inquiry

difficult and reduces the chances of getting to the real

root of a problem. 

Blaming also generates fear and destroys trust. When 

we blame, we often believe that other people have bad

intentions or lack ability. We tend to excuse our own

actions, however, because we know firsthand the 

challenges we face. The qualities of blame are judgment,

anger, fear, punishment and self-righteousness”.

According to Paul, a blaming culture causes further 

dysfunction in an organization because “where there is

blame, open minds close, inquiry tends to cease, and the

desire to understand the whole system diminishes.” 

When people work in an atmosphere of blame, they 

naturally engage in defensive routines – covering up their

errors and hiding their real concerns. 

When energy goes into finger-pointing, scapegoating 

and denying responsibility, the effectiveness of the 

organization and its people suffers. The organization

lacks the truth about its circumstances, and people and

teams lack truthful feedback about their actions – both 

of which harm the capacity for transformative learning.

In contrast, accountability emphasizes keeping agree-

ments and performing jobs in a respectful atmosphere. 

It is all about learning, truth, change and growth. 

Paul explains that “a focus on accountability recognizes

that everyone may make mistakes or fall short of com-

mitments. Becoming aware of our own errors or short-

falls, and viewing them as opportunities for learning and

growth, enables us to be more successful in the future. 

Accountability therefore creates condi-

tions for ongoing constructive conversa-

tions in which our awareness of current

reality is sharpened; and, in which we

work to seek root causes, understand the

system better, and identify new actions.

The qualities of accountability are respect,

trust, inquiry, moderation, curiosity and

mutuality”.

Best practices suggest that holding people

accountable should only be done in the

context of clearly defined outcomes. 

Outcomes must be understood, and adjusted regularly to

reflect new realities. Not only must everyone understand

what is expected of them and why, they must also have

the necessary resources, conditions and skills to achieve

the outcomes for which they are accountable.

The shift from blame to accountability can be achieved

with best practice approaches to Accountability Agreements

that are designed to achieve the appropriate balance 

of accountability and empowerment to meet each 

circumstance. 
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Best Practices suggest that to achieve organizational

alignment, CEOs need to be held accountable by their

Boards for the achievement of the strategic outcomes

(results/ends) that flow from the organization’s evolving 

vision and from their Balanced Scorecard. In turn, 

the direct reports to the CEO develop Accountability

Agreements that reflect the Board’s direction and the 

CEO’s accountabilities – and so on throughout the 

organization’s management system. In this way, gover-

nance and management are linked in ways they have

never been before.

Where such best practice tools and processes are utilized,

Boards succeed in actually governing their organization

through what John Carver calls the “Policy Governance

Process”.

Boards that have developed their own unique approach

to policy governance support the CEO in their strategic

role as they work with their senior management team to

align the organization’s structure, culture and skills. 

Most board members discover the paradox: by giving up

the “illusion of control” that micromanagement offers,

and by doing an effective job through policy governance

processes, they can in fact have greater influence over the

results that are achieved.

In Reinventing Your Board, John Carver points out that

“policy governance is not about the board controlling

more or less. It is about the board controlling the right

things appropriately.”

After a decade of learning from organizations that adapt-

ed a Carver-like approach to governance, the “lessons

learned” suggest that: (a) a Board’s “Ends to be achieved”

needs to be better focused – with frameworks like the

best practice Balanced Scorecard; (b) the monitoring

process requires the higher degree of rigor that the BSC

provides; and, (c) accountability needs to link managerial

priorities with their governing Board’s “ends”.

While the Balanced Scorecard approach developed by

Kaplan and Norton in the early 1990’s has produced

excellent results in the business, healthcare and munici-

pal sectors, public service organizations that have per-

formed best focused first and foremost on the customer

quadrant.

By working in partnership with senior management to

set the outcomes in the organization’s Balanced Score-

card, public sector Boards can shift from being reactive

firefighters, to the guiding force in their organization.

While there are distinct differ-

ences in the governance chal-

lenges in the education, health-

care and social service sectors,

Dennis Pointer and James

Orlikoff in their book 

Board Work point to circum-

stances common to most of 

the public sector.  They say, “in

today’s system proposals and recommendations must

wind their way through a governance labyrinth that sig-

nificantly decreases an organization’s strategic and oper-

ational metabolic rate – at a time when decisiveness and

agility are needed most.”

Pointer and Orlikoff point out that “Board meeting time

is often spent passively listening to reports and receiving

background information.  Little time is left for the ’red

meat’ of governing: deliberating and debating decisions

and policies that require Board input and action.”

What Does It Mean 
To Be A Board Member
In The Public Sector?

Boards, by law, hold the ultimate power to decide

everything in the organization. For those who sit on

Boards, this is an extraordinary responsibility. They are

responsible for the organization and everything that goes

on in it. 

Boards are accountable for the best possible performance

of the organization and its response to the needs of all

constituents. As well, they are both members and repre-

sentatives of the public whose trust they hold.

The question that then needs to be addressed is: what are

the major functions of Boards? To explore roles, let’s look

at two leading thinkers, Robert Greenleaf and John

Carver.
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In his essay, Trustees As Servants, Greenleaf outlines the

following four roles:

1 To set the goals, to define the obligations and the 

general premises – or the concept – of the organiza-

tion, and to approve plans for reaching goals.

2 To appoint the top administrative officers, to design

top administrative structure, to design and assign the

duties of the individuals in that group, and to act so as

to motivate administrators and professionals.

3 To assess, at appropriate times, the performance of the

institution, its major parts, and the work of its top

executives in the pursuit of the established goals.

4 To take appropriate action based on what is found in

the above assessment.

Carver, in his approach to policy governance, outlines

four areas of Board responsibility: 

• Ends to be achieved What should be the results of

the organization? Board members are challenged to

explore how our being in business affects the world –

what human needs are met, for whom, and at what

cost?

• Executive Limitations The Board, with a broad brush,

determines where the organization is going and what

staff does to get there: the limits of ethics and pru-

dence.

• Board-Executive Relationship The Board defines its

accountability linkage with the CEO, its approach to

delegation, its view of the CEO role, and the approach

to assessing performance.

• Board Process The process of governance itself.

In John Carver’s Board Leadership Newsletter (July/Aug,

1998), he points out that: “Board leadership requires,

above all, that the Board provide vision. To do so, the

Board must have an adequate vision of its own job. That

role is best conceived neither as volunteer-helper, nor as

watchdog, but as trustee-owner.”

Carver’s approach to policy governance is preferred by

many Boards and CEOs because of its focus on “ends”

(outcomes/results) ensures that management has 

sufficient freedom to design the structures, systems 

and processes that will achieve the ends.

Unfortunately, the relationship between the Board and

CEO does not typically include enough dialogue on

shared reality, shared vision and leveraged options 

to achieve ends. As a consequence, an unproductive 

pattern of blame begins to undermine the Board/CEO 

relationship because the CEO is perceived to be “over-

stepping the bounds of his/her authority.”

What becomes very clear from observing this pattern is

that a common understanding of role and function is

essential, but not enough. The Board and CEO need

processes to guide their relationship – as a leadership

team – so that the Board can work exclusively on the

holistic focus of governance; and so that the CEO can

design and implement the necessary structures, processes

and systems that will produce the vision and achieve 

the outcomes/results/ends set out in a best practice

Balanced Scorecard.

In their book, A Balcony Perspective, Richard Broholm

and Douglas Johnson sought to build on the wisdom 

of Greenleaf. They describe the trustee role in the follow-

ing way: 

“Board Members have a critical role in the development

of trustworthy institutions. They build trust by under-

standing their role and using their power wisely; by set-

ting boundaries for staff which are creative, not oppres-

sive; by serving as mentors to the organization, and cre-

ating hospitable space for indepth reflection. Trustees

help create trustworthy organizations by holding, fulfill-

ing and building public trust in the institution. Finally,

and perhaps most importantly, trustees build trust by

becoming valid symbols of trust themselves.”

Broholm and Johnson note that all these are ways of

helping to create trustworthy organizations, which in

turn can serve the common good. Obviously, there are

no instant solutions or magic blueprints for success – this

is a journey in which trust is built slowly, sometimes

without noticeable or significant gains. It is an ongoing

process in which Board members join for a time, serve

and then move on to let others lead.

While the Carver, Greenleaf, Pointer and Orlikoff models

all contribute to our understanding of what could be, the

truth is that each organization is different, and that you

must adapt, invent or customize a model that enables

you to fulfill your mission and achieve your vision.
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What Does It Mean To Be A 
CEO In The Public Sector?

John Carver draws the following conclusion on the role

of the CEO from the perspective of governance: “...the

important lesson is that the Board’s relationship with the

CEO must be formed around the accountabilities of the

position, not its responsibilities. 

In other words, it need be none of the Board’s concern

just what job responsibilities fall to the CEO. The Board’s

concern is confined to what it holds the CEO account-

able for ... The CEO is accountable for no less than 

the entire product (outcome) and behaviour of the 

organization. That means everything except the Board

and its functions.”

If Boards and CEOs focus on CEO accountabilities for

outcomes, they will have the opportunity to dialogue 

together on the options for aligning strategy, structure,

culture and skills to achieve organizational outcomes. 

Together they can track progress and explore the 

potential leverage points for change through the on-

going dialogues created by a best practice Balanced

Scorecard monitoring process.

The rewards inherent in this type of productive dialogue

are rarely enjoyed by Boards and CEOs because they lose

the focus on “accountability for outcomes”. 

In a study of fifty not-for-profit executives with 

reputations for being highly effective, Robert Herman

and Richard Heimovics found that the basis for 

effectiveness was leadership behaviour in relationship 

to their Boards of Directors. They called this trait 

“Board regarding behaviours.” 

ROLE: TO ESTABLISH AND MAINTAIN 
BOUNDARIES WHICH ENABLE STAFF 
TO LEAD, INCLUDING:

1 Utilizing its historical and cultural legacy to identify
core institutional values and norms and a clear 
mission statement to guide staff planning and action.

2 Ensuring there is compelling vision widely shared
throughout the organization and embodied in its 
mission.

3 Orienting organization to its larger purposes and
the way it is fulfilling its legacy.

4 Framing key questions to ensure the proposed plan 
is congruent with organization’s values and mission.

5 Identifying trustee information needs and criteria
is crucial for evaluating performance in implement-
ing plan.

6 Providing a safe environment for staff as encourage-
ment to risk-taking and learning from mistakes.

7 Controlling levels of stress and conflict by monitoring
trust among organization’s stakeholders as the plan 
is implemented and challenges are confronted.

ROLE: TO LEAD THE ORGANIZATION 
WITHIN THESE BOUNDARIES, MOBILIZING
RESOURCES IN TACKLING MAJOR 
CHALLENGES BY:

1 Providing clarity on priority challenges ripe for action
and strategic options for trustee review congruent
with institutional values, norms and mission.

2 Developing a strategic plan, consistent with available
resources, that embodies the vision and addresses
key environmental trends.

3 Bringing clarity to all staff about its mission and their
stake in the total enterprise.

4 Focusing attention on priorities that demand adaptive
change.

5 Offering reliable and timely information to enable
plans and performance to be evaluated.

6 Ensuring clear accountabilities and a just reward 
system that stimulates achievement and performance
at all levels.

7 Keeping the energy of conflict focused productively
on problems being addressed, not persons.

TRUSTEES (STABILIZING FORCE) STAFF (STRETCHING FORCE)



Linking Board/CEO/Management Accountabi l i t ies

MANAGING CHANGE, WINTER 1999 17

These effective not-for-profit executives practiced the 

following principles:

1. Create an environment conducive to quality Board

interaction. An effective executive does not stand 

aside and just let the Board operate on its own. The

executive is actively involved in seeing that Board

members are satisfied and productive as individuals

and as a group.

2. View the Board-executive relationship as an exchange.
An effective executive takes the time to meet with
Board members one-on-one to learn the skills they
bring to the organization, their interests, their motiva-
tions for serving on the Board, and so forth. The exec-
utive makes a concerted effort to show respect toward
each member of the Board.

3. Work with the Board in an entrepreneurial manner.
An executive has the capacity to envision change and
innovation and inspire the Board to the same type of
vision.

4. Keep the Board of Directors informed with timely
information and materials relevant to its decision
making.

5. Work closely with the Board chairperson and commit-
tee chairs to promote Board productivity.

Successful CEOs are those who transformed their senior
team from silo managers who spend less than 10% of
their time on strategy, into a strategy team – that provides
the strategic leadership and management required for the
organization to succeed.

While senior managers continue to manage and lead
their silos, the shift means that their primary respon-
sibility is to work as a team to provide strategic direction
to the whole organization. Highly strategic organizations
invest up to two full days per month on strategy devel-
opment and implementation.

They link their direct reports to each of the Balanced
Scorecard Ends/Outcomes that they are accountable for
in Accountability Agreements that link the entire manage-
ment team to what the Board wants to achieve.

Positive results are also being produced in organizations
in which 20%-30% of senior managers’ compensation is
linked to their Balanced Scorecard performance.

BOARD RESPONSIBILITIES

• Ask provocative questions which encourage
staff to reflect broadly and in depth about
their recommendations and proposals.

• Set discussion of the institution’s strategic
direction within the context of its historical
legacy and those core values which shaped
policy and action over the years.

• Empower staff to be and do the best they
possibly can, celebrating their achieve-
ments and encouraging them to use failure
as an opportunity for learning and growth.

• Avoid second guessing staff about how 
best to manage the organization on a daily
basis, and use their balcony perspective 
to help staff step back and see issues in a
larger context.

• Create a climate of hospitality for reflection
which nurtures trust within the organization
and between it and the community to be
served.

• Provide a safe environment where staff 
and trustees can reflect together on the
consequences of action before acting.

• Feel a profound commitment to the health
and well-being of the organization and 
various publics it serves.

• Ensure organizational talents are being used.

Broholm & Johnson
A Balcony Perspective
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Shared Leadership –
Recognizing Our Distinct 

Contributions

Holding the “balcony perspective” is a powerful

metaphor for framing our conversations. There are those

who are inside and carry the active day-

to-day roles (CEOs and staff); and

those who stand outside with the ben-

efit of some detachment to oversee the

organization’s performance (the

Board).

With this recognition, our attention

needs to be given to building a rela-

tionship that is based upon two kinds

of wisdom:

• Staff Wisdom – based on the experi-

ence in the organization; and,

• Board Wisdom – based on distance 

from the daily routine.

How does one incorporate Board and staff wisdom into

the management and governance of an organization? 

A very powerful systems design tool that facilitates this

process is the Strategic Alignment Model, or tetrahedron.

In the diagram at the top of the next page, vision (which

is the Board’s responsibility) drives strategy – for which

senior management is accountable. It is the Board’s role

to nurture a shared vision throughout the organization

and to work in partnership with the CEO and senior

management to develop the strategic outcomes (ends) for

the customer and financial quadrants.

The CEO and their management team

are accountable for achieving these ends.

They develop the strategy and align the

organization’s structure, culture and

skills to achieve the Board’s ends/out-

comes. Indeed, it is management’s role

to continuously align the organization.

By fundamentally shifting their role

from silo managers to organization-

wide strategic leaders, senior managers

shift their attention to the design of the

organization’s core internal processes to

ensure that they are designed to achieve the results

required in the customer and financial quadrants of 

their BSC.

“CEOs need to
work with Boards
in ways that reflect

respect and 
understanding 

for the role that
they have, and 

the added value 
they bring.”

Board Work: 
Governing Health Care
Organizations
Dennis D. Pointer 
James E. Orlikoff

Jossey-Bass, 
Incorporated Publishers 

$47.25

Boards That Make 
A Difference: A New
Design for Leadership 
Nonprofit and Public
Organizations
John Carver

Jossey-Bass, 
Incorporated Publishers 

$48.50

Primal Leadership:
Realizing the 
Power of Emotional
Intelligence
Daniel Goleman

Harvard Business 
School Press

$30.06

Getting to Great:
Principles of Health 
Care Organization
Governance
Dennis D. Pointer 
James E. Orlikoff

Jossey-Bass, 
Incorporated Publishers 

$63.50

The Policy Governance
Fieldbook: Practical
Lessons, Tips, and Tools
from the Experiences 
of Real-World Boards
John Carver

Jossey-Bass, 
Incorporated Publishers 

$48.50

Stewardship: 
Choosing Service 
Over Self-Interest
Peter Block

Berret-Koehler 
Publishers 

$29.95



But most importantly, senior managers in Balanced

Scorecard organizations focus on the key enabler of

learning & growth – and the development of the internal

capacity to design and align the organization to achieve

its outcomes on a continuous basis.

Senior managers of the future will be organization

designers – or coaches to design teams – rather than

command-and-control bosses of silos.

They must also become stewards in their organizations.

Stewardship &
Adaptive Leadership

In Peter Block’s book, Stewardship – Choosing Service

Over Self-Interest, he challenges the notion of traditional

leadership. In fact, he reflects a real sense of the frustra-

tion and dissatisfaction that are

being experienced by many

public sector service providers

about the way our organiza-

tions are led. 

He writes that in our experi-

ence of organizational life,

leadership has come to be 

associated with behaviours of

control, direction and knowing what is best for others. 

It implies that someone up there in the hierarchy is

responsible for our well-being.  

This disempowers employees, limiting their confidence

and willingness to contribute to the well-being of the

organization. Instead of expecting to control people, 

Block believes that organizations must turn to a new

approach to governance – a partnering of empowered

people rather than a patriarchy. This has tremendous 

significance for Boards and CEOs.

The alternative to traditional leadership offered by Block

is stewardship. Stewardship is defined as “the willingness

to be accountable for the well-being of the larger organi-

zation by operating in service, rather than in control, of

those around us”.

When Boards and CEOs have achieved a genuine 

partnership with one another – a relationship of equality,

even though the Board may be “the partner-in-charge”

(51% vs. 49%), then stewardship and partnership can

become organizational realities.

Stewardship is therefore a critical issue and concept 

that needs to be explored by Boards and CEOs. Our 

ability to act in stewardship would have profound 

implications for our interactions with one another, and

for our organizations.
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CUSTOMER & FINANCIAL STRATEGIC OUTCOMES

STRATEGIC THEMES IN A BALANCED SCORECARD

STRATEGY

CULTURE

SKILLS STRUCTURE

•  TECHNICAL
•  ANALYTICAL 
•  PEOPLE 
•  ORGANIZATIONAL
•  COMMUNICATIONS

• DESIGN
• DECISION-MAKING
• INFORMATION 

SYSTEMS
• REWARDS/

INCENTIVES

•  NORMS  
•  VALUES  
•  LANGUAGE

•  BEHAVIOUR  
•  LEADERSHIP  
•  STEWARDSHIP  

SHARED VISION

STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT MODEL
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The mindset shift to stewardship, combined with new

structures and processes that balance empowerment and

accountability, result in organizations where everyone 

is aligned to achieving the organization’s outcomes and

targets.

To get there requires a learning journey for Board 

members, CEOs, senior managers and middle managers

– all the people who the direct service providers and 

the organization’s customers are counting on to lead

everyone through continuous change and improvement.

Ron Heifetz, in his seminal work on Adaptive Leadership

points out that “a major pitfall of leadership is assuming 

that somehow you’re the one who’s got to come up with

the answers, rather than develop the adaptive capacity –

the capacity of people – to face hard problems and take

responsibility for them.”

In his Harvard Business Review article on “The Work of

Leadership”, Heifetz says that leaders in the midst of 

adaptive change must be able to artfully guide their 

people through a balance of disorientation and new

learning.  They need to “hold the group at an optimal

state of tension and disequilibrium that stimulates the

quest for learning, without jarring people so much that

they simply aren’t able to learn.”

But if Boards, senior managers and middle managers are

to become stewards (in service to those who deliver and

receive the services) and adaptive leaders who coach,

guide, mentor and facilitate others, how would that

change what they do today?

In typical organizations (caught in the cycle of incre-

mental change and normal human resistance to change),

senior managers spend 50% to 60% of their time on

what Stephen Covey calls urgent, not important issues, 

and only 15% of their time on critically important, not 

urgent matters.

In high performance organizations there is a dramatic

shift.  Senior managers, middle managers and finally, 

the Board, invests 65% to 80% of their time on the 

important, not urgent issues – like preparing a Balanced

Scorecard, coaching teams that are learning-by-doing, etc.

Today, public sector managers are faced with a never-

ending set of “crisis du jour” – most of which are 

externally generated, often by provincial governments

seeking urgent responses to their evolving shift in policy.

But those who remain in crisis management mode will

be stuck for years to come.

If our public sector services are to successfully make the

transformation into the knowledge economy, senior

managers and middle managers will need the time and

the space to think through their strategies, to develop

their Balanced Scorecard outcomes, and to determine

how they will lead and manage the organization towards

the “ends” set by their Board.
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Sources Of Strain

Over the next several years, federal and provincial

governments will increasingly seek to hold publically

funded organizations more “accountable” for certain

measurable performance outcomes. 

The pressure for public accountability can be expected to

escalate friction between Boards/CEOs and senior man-

agers. How can these increasing pressures be used to cre-

ate higher quality services, rather than

an escalation of blame and blame-

avoidance?

Leaders need to understand that their

organizations are profoundly human.

For front-line public service workers –

nurses, teachers, doctors, social service

providers, etc. – the dominant emo-

tions today are fear and anxiety.

Fear causes insecure behaviour that can

run from defensiveness and negativity

to paranoia and operational paralysis.

When an organization breeds fear, it

soon slides into organizational sclero-

sis.  People get stuck – sometimes for

years and years.

In traditional command and control

bureaucracies, process is used to create

a series of hurdles not for the purpose

of learning, quality, or the validation of

ideas, but rather as a means for denying

innovation and slowing change.

Deming, the father of the total quality

movement, said that if organizations

are to have any hope for change, they

must first “drive out fear”.  This needs to start at the top

– between the Board, the CEO and senior management.

Using the tools and processes of learning organizations,

top leadership needs to determine where they are going

– their vision for the future. With Accountability

Agreements, they establish a “fair business bargain” 

for the contributions that each will make towards the

realization of the Board’s “ends”.

Organizations that have succeeded at this are those that

understood the sources of strain and dealt with them

openly and honestly. Some of the causes of strain

include:

• Lack of clarity on the CEO’s accountabilities and a lack

of processes for monitoring the progress towards

achieving the outcomes set by the Board.

• Lack of consensus on defined roles. Are Board mem-

bers engaged in places that are operational and 

actually ignoring their own responsibil-

ities? Are CEOs engaged in places that

are the responsibility of Boards?

• Lack of respect for the wisdom each 

brings to the Board table. Do Board 

members and senior staff “talk past 

each other”?

• CEOs not investing enough time in 

building and supporting their Board.

• Lack of systems thinking when 

solving complex organizational 

problems. Does the organization 

constantly respond with “quick-

fixes-that-fail” to deal with the root 

causes of problems?

• Lack of time dedicated to building 

relationships and getting to know 

one another beyond the defined role 

of Board or CEO.

We also need to be reflecting on the

impact of the Board/CEO relationship

on the rest of the organization. The 

ability to act in a spirit of stewardship

will have an impact on everyone in the

organization. 

Experience tells us that when the Board and senior staff

are leading from a place of mutual trust and respect,

employees will feel and know this. If they are leading

from a place of tension and disrespect, employees will

feel and know this as well. 

“The pressure 
for public 

accountability 
can be expected 

to escalate friction
between Boards/

CEOs and 
senior managers. 
How can these

increasing 
pressures be used
to create higher
quality services,
rather than an 
escalation of 
blame and 

blame-avoidance?”
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By what they model, and by how they behave, Boards

and CEOs help create trustworthy organizations, which

in turn serve the common good. Without trust, we 

model distrust and generate distrust throughout the

organization.

According to David Carnevale, author of Trustworthy

Government, one of the key differences between learning 

organizations and traditional controlling organizations

“is that deeply ingrained defensiveness so characteristic

of low-trust, traditional bureaucratic organizations

undermines necessary learning. Trust expedites learning.

Healthy learning organizations are managed with the

objective of liberating and using employee know-how to

improve work processes.” 

He says that “the emancipation of employee know-how

is enabled through a different philosophy of organiza-

tion and job design, communication patterns, labor-

management relations, and participatory methods that

reduce the climate of fear and allow staff the necessary

psychological peace of mind to fully engage their work.”

While most significant organizational change initiatives

fail (70% failure rate is common), there are some com-

pelling reasons to believe that many of our school

boards, hospitals, Community Care Access Centres and

social service agencies can succeed.

The reason for such optimism is that most people who

self-selected to be teachers, nurses, doctors and social

workers did so because they are deeply committed to the

mission of their profession.  At the core of public services

is a powerful set of values – helping kids to learn, 

nursing people back to health, preventing illness, 

providing support to those who need it, temporarily and

sometimes forever.  These are the core values that can be

rekindled by organizations that have the courage and

wisdom to link Board/CEO/Management accountabi-

lities in ways that reflect their own unique journey

towards the future.

Ted Ball and Liz Verlaan-Cole are partners in Quantum

Learning Systems, an innovative firm located in Toronto,

Canada – specializing in the development of systems

thinking-based tools and processes to support strategy

development and strategy implementation.

QUANTUM’S MISSION

“To contribute to the practice of enlightened 
management; to create a learning organization 
within an environment of trust and forgiveness; 
to have fun and to prosper by adding value to 
our customers  and to the global community.”

Quantum Transformation Technologies
517 Wellington Street West, Suite 201, Toronto, Ontario  M5V 1G1

Phone: (416) 581-8814, Fax: (416) 581-1361
ball@quantumtransformationtechnologies.net
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LEARNING ORGANIZATIONS
• People feel they’re doing something that matters – to them personally, and to

the larger world.

• Every individual in the organization is somehow stretching, growing or
enhancing their capacity to create.

• People are discovering that they are more intelligent together than they are
apart. If you want something really creative done, you ask a team to do it –
instead of sending one person off to do it on his or her own.

• The organization continually becomes more aware of its underlying knowl-
edge base – particularly the store of tacit, unarticulated knowledge in the
hearts and minds of people.

• Visions for the direction of the organization emerge from all levels. The
responsibility of top management is to manage the process whereby new
emerging visions become shared visions.

• Everyone is given the opportunity to learn what is going on at every level of
the organization, so they can understand how their actions influence others.

• People feel free to inquire about each others’ (and their own) assumptions
and biases. There are few (if any) sacred cows or undiscussable subjects.

• People begin to see themselves as part of a “system” – they learn more about
how they impact on others and how others impact on them.

• People treat each other as colleagues. There’s a mutual respect and trust in
the way they talk to each other, and work together, no matter what their 
positions may be.

• People feel free to try experiments, take risks, and openly assess the results.
No one is harmed or in trouble for making a mistake.

– Peter Senge Fifth Discipline


