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the foundation’s administrative and
grantmaking processes.

Some fundamental responsibilities will
be constants throughout the founda-
tion’s life. In addition to the governance
responsibilities mentioned above, family
foundations will need to:
■ Approve and oversee the grantmaking

strategy and grantmaking process;
■ Manage and oversee the founda-

tion’s financial assets, budget, and
expenses; and

■ Ensure that the foundation operates
according to the legal and fiduciary
requirements of both federal and state
governments.

All boards must change as their members
change and their organizations evolve;
however, a family foundation must be
particularly flexible and prepared to deal
with the changing nature of its partici-
pants.Marriage,divorce,death,and gen-
erational transitions all play a part in
redefining your particular foundation.
Reviewing the responsibilities of trustees
on a regular basis is an essential part of
the governance journey.

How Can We Operate 
as a Productive 
Decisionmaking Group?
A critical early board responsibility is
to define and uphold a vision and mis-
sion for the foundation. Many new
family foundation boards find that it is
helpful to take the time for a board
retreat and to hire an outside facilita-
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1. To evaluate on a regular basis: 
a. The organization’s effectiveness in accomplishing its mission;
b. The role and performance of the Executive Director on an annual basis; 
c. The effectiveness of the allocation of resources; 
d. The effectiveness of individual trustees and of the board of trustees 

as a whole; and 
e. Whether the foundation should continue as an organization. 

2. To establish and oversee: 
a. Institutional policies including but not limited to a policy 

of non-discrimination; 
b. Personnel policies; and 
c. Systems for fiscal accountability. 

3. To take responsibility for planning by: 
a. Ensuring that there is a mission statement; 
b. Ensuring that there is a strategic plan; and 
c. Overseeing the implementation of the strategic plan. 

4. To oversee the acquisition and allocation of funds by: 
a. Defining the investment goals; 
b. Monitoring the management of investments; and 
c. Approving the fund’s overall program plan. 

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

Sample Trustee Position Description

All boards must change as their members change and
their organizations evolve; however, a family founda-
tion must be particularly flexible and prepared to deal
with the changing nature of its participants.


