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individual. In the top three methods, decisions are made by
more than one person. No matter which method is used,
for important decisions it is critical that all decision-makers
understand and agree to the selected method at the outset.
Let’s take a look at some of the potential positive and
negative aspects of each of these decision-making options,
using examples of common situations that family foundation boards may face.

Individual Decides Unilaterally
With this method, an
individual—usually the
board chair—makes a uniIndividual
lateral decision and
Decides:
announces it to the board.
Level of Buy-In
This approach may also be
used by a committee chair,
a senior board member or
any individual in a position to make the decision.
Used appropriately, unilateral decision-making gives
the decision-maker what he or she wants and settles the
matter quickly. A potential downside is that the decision
may be made with insufficient information. Moreover, board
members excluded from the decision may feel hurt and
resentful. As a result, they are more likely to scrutinize or
challenge unilateral decisions than other types of decisions,
as the following example illustrates.
Level of
Inclusion

Board Decides By:

Consensus
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Tip #1: Effective Unilateral Decision-making
Unilateral decision-makers should explain their
rationale for making a decision alone and give
background information and context to help
explain the decision itself.

A founder of a small foundation invited his three children
to serve on the board. Several years later, he sold one of his
businesses and contributed the proceeds to the foundation.
Giving away more money required a greater time commitment from the second generation. Busy with their own
careers, they suggested the foundation hire a program officer.

Board Vote

Delegation

With Input

Unilaterally

At the next meeting, the founder stunned the board by
announcing that he had hired a former employee’s daughter to be the program officer without consulting the board.
The founder, in turn, was baffled by the board’s response.
After all, the young woman had impeccable professional credentials, had majored in the foundation’s key funding area,
and would be an asset to the foundation. It never occurred
to the founder that the board would not approve his choice
or, for that matter, that the second generation might feel hurt
that a family member was not considered for the position.
Many foundation boards shy away from unilateral decision-making because they value collaboration and group
work.Too much, or inappropriate, group decision-making,

FIGURE 3: DECISIONMAKING WHEN FOUNDERS ARE PRESENT

It is not uncommon for founders who are accustomed to making their own decisions in business to take charge of the
foundation, often using the unilateral decision-making model inappropriately. Founders may think of the foundation as
their own and feel impatient with or disrespectful of group decision-making. At the same time, they genuinely want
their family members to be part of the foundation.
This situation is not always easily remedied, but family members are not powerless. They have options for dealing with
strong founders, including:
• Decide what is an acceptable degree of authority you need to make it worth your while to serve on the board. If the
founder does not agree, you can choose not to serve on the board.
• Negotiate lines of authority for making foundation decisions, e.g., hiring staff, making governance policies, or voting
on grants. You may relinquish authority to the founder on certain issues and require a say in others. For example, the
board may agree that the founder controls the largest share of the grants budget.
• Agree to the founder having final say on most issues, as long as he or she is willing to consider the views of the
other board members.
• Develop a persuasive argument for including board members in decision-making, e.g., if the foundation was established in perpetuity, the founder’s children and grandchildren need education and experience to make the best
decisions with the money the founder worked hard to provide.
• Encourage the founder to attend professional meetings where these situations are discussed and where he or she
can talk with other founders. Alternatively, provide him/her with a copy of this edition of Passages and ask to have
a conversation about these issues.
Often just having these discussions can make a founder aware of family members’ desire to participate in the foundation’s decision-making. Many founders choose to establish a family foundation because they want to create a legacy
of philanthropy for their family. How a founder includes other family members in the foundation’s decision-making will
shape the family’s involvement for generations to come.

