
1) Educate board and family members about a full
range of decision-making options available to them;

2) Evaluate key criteria and pick the most appropriate
decision-making method for a given decision or
group of decisions; and

3) Reach agreement on the decision-making process
before attempting to make the decision.

The time these steps take depends on the complexity
of the issues, the board’s experience, and board members’
ability to communicate and make decisions.

LEARN ABOUT A RANGE OF DECISION-
MAKING OPTIONS
The first step toward strengthening your board’s decision-
making capability is to become familiar with a variety of
decision-making options.Your foundation’s bylaws may dic-
tate how certain decisions must be made, but you have
leeway in how you make other decisions.Too often board
members use the same method to reach agreement, regard-
less of whether the decision is minor or has significant
consequences for the foundation.

Common reasons why boards tend to stay with one
decision-making method include:

• A mistaken belief that the bylaws require decisions to
be made in a certain way

• Reliance on tradition (“we always did it this way”)

• The board chair or founder is comfortable with only
one way of making decisions

• The overall makeup of the board lends itself to mak-
ing decisions in one way.

In fact, there are many ways decisions can and should
be made.Your first task is to analyze the situation and deter-
mine how you will approach it. Are there categories of
decisions that can be treated similarly, or should each deci-
sion be treated independently? 

Figure 1 illustrates different decision-making methods
for families. It is not intended to represent the full universe
of decision-making options,but rather to illustrate methods
most commonly used by foundation boards.The two axes
show the level of ownership: The greater the level of
involvement in the decision, the more people feel included
in the decision-making process, and the more buy-in they
are likely to have in the end result.

The lower two circles of Figure 1 indicate decision-
making methods where the final decision rests with one
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FIGURE 2: 

COMMON DECISION-MAKING DILEMMAS

• One board member, often a founder or parent, wields
more influence than the others, but is not explicitly
acknowledged as the decisive vote

• Board members go along with the vote just to get the
decision over with, even if they don’t support it

• Board members are asked to give their opinions even
though the key decision-makers have already made
up their minds

• A decision made when the whole board is present is
later undone by board members who disagree with it

• Board members agree to decisions they don’t really
understand

• Board members disagree with an idea because of the
person supporting the idea

• No one is in charge so the process falls apart

Adapted from How to Make Collaboration Work by David Strauss
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FIGURE 1: DECISION-MAKING METHODS


