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tor to interview board members and
help you craft the goals and agenda for
the meeting.

Following are key subject areas for
consideration.

Set Policy Standards and Guidelines
Successful boards of trustees adopt poli-
cies that set standards for quality, ethics,
and prudence in foundation operations.
Your policies should:
■ Define expectations for high quality

grantmaking programs;
■ Define expectations for the founda-

tion’s performance; and 
■ Require wise and prudent use of funds

and management of assets.

Since many newly created family foun-
dations do not hire an outside execu-
tive director — at least initially — it is
doubly important to put policies in
place so that trustees performing staff
work are both guided and protected
from conflicts of interest or other legal
or ethical dilemmas. Depending upon
how your family foundation is set up,
the board itself may be responsible for
carrying out these policies, or it may
choose to delegate some responsibili-
ties to an executive committee or to an
executive director.

Family members often wear multiple
hats. For instance, you may have a fam-
ily member who is the foundation’s
executive director or administrator. In
some cases, it might make sense for this

The chair is the foundation’s leader and spokesperson. The chair devel-
ops the agenda for the board meetings — working with the staff (if any)
and executive committee — and leads the board meetings. Other chair
responsibilities include:

1. Holding the individual board members accountable for their roles and tasks.

2. Ensuring that the board has the information necessary in order to carry out
their tasks and make decisions and to ensure that: 
a. Information is provided in a form that is clear and useful. 
b. All board members are treated equally in the information they are given 

3. Acting as the spokesperson for the board in communicating with the 
foundation’s staff (if any) and key constituencies. 

SOURCE: The Trustee Notebook, National Center for Family Philanthropy, 1999.

Sample Board Chair Position Description

fig.
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Your board governs the life of the foundation and carries the ultimate
power and responsibility. You are charged with fulfilling the public trust
and ensuring that the foundation operates within federal, state, and
local laws. Therefore, it is critical for all members to understand why your
foundation exists, what the donor intended, and what the law requires.
The standards of conduct for board members are legally referred to as:

■ The duty of care — which means using your best judgment and exercising
reasonable caution in decisionmaking.

■ The duty of loyalty — which means putting your personal and professional
interests aside for the good of the foundation, acting in the best interest of
the foundation, and avoiding conflicts of interest.

■ The duty of obedience — which means being true to the mission of the foun-
dation, using assets appropriately, and following all laws and regulations that may
apply to the foundation and adhering to the terms of the articles of incorporation.

(For further information, please see Facing Important Legal Issues, p. 59.)

Foundation Trustee Legal Responsibilities
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