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Managing difficult board dynamics 
Foreword 
The Chartered Secretaries’ Charitable Trust welcomes the 
opportunity to support this briefing in the AoC’s Chair’s 
Challenge Series. It is a common aim of CSCT and our founder 
ICSA: The Governance Institute to promote good governance 
and effective boards. Managing board dynamics is the Chair’s 
responsibility and one of the essential softer skills in good 
governance. 

This is particularly timely in the context of the new Charity 
Governance Code, published in July 2017, which stresses that 
good governance in charities is fundamental to their success. 
Relevant guidance, such as this briefing, and other material 
from ICSA, together with appropriate governance training, can 
assist. With this in mind, the CSCT, through its Education and 
Research Foundation, offers bursaries to enable representatives 
of small charities to undertake the ICSA Level 4 Certificate in 
Charity Law and Governance. 

Frank Curtiss  
Chair, Chartered Secretaries’ Charitable Trust 

Introduction 
Getting the right behaviours and dynamics on the board and 
between board members is an essential ingredient in determining 
whether organisations succeed in their work. 

The Chair’s role in managing these dynamics is key as they have 
prime responsibility for ensuring that the board has a productive 
culture. The challenge for the Chair is to ensure that they set 
the right tone for the board; manage its dynamics; and create 
expectations of appropriate trustee behaviours. Ideally Chairs 
will understand and manage not only their own behaviours and 
emotions, but those of others. This task is not straightforward or 
easy, as people are complex in their conduct and motivations, vary 
in their levels of self-awareness and can be unpredictable in their 
behaviour. 



The board is a  
social group with group 
dynamics that affect its 
ability to function well

Existing knowledge and guidance 
A range of work has been undertaken in different sectors 
about what constitutes effective board dynamics, and 
conversely what a dysfunctional board looks like. Many 
identify the role of the Chair as key1. We have included a list 
of selected further reading at the end of this briefing. 

The House of Lords Select Committee on Charities Report, 
Stronger Charities for a Stronger Society, noted that “Charities 
need strong governance, with robust structures, processes 
and good behaviours, in order to deliver effectively for their 
beneficiaries”.2 

The Association of Chairs has produced two insight papers 
Why do Good Boards Make Bad Decisions and Boards and 
Human Emotions3 for their members that take this idea 
further, noting that “bad decisions can be made by otherwise 
diligent and well-functioning boards”. Chairs have a vital role 
in encouraging behaviours that promote good governance 
and, as the AoC observes, “Chairing a board involves much 
more than tending to the rational and dispassionate dispatch 
of business, it is also about recognising the board is a social 
group with group dynamics that affect its ability to function 
well”.

At an AoC event on Why do good boards make bad decisions? 
Marcus Page identified a range of characteristics of boards 
that function well, including:

●● A clear overall purpose and agreed ways of working 
●● A Chair that can hold authority and values open debate 
●● Trustees feeling safe to express differences of view 
●● Trustees being confident that even if their view is in the 

minority of one, others will not be judgmental about 
these differences 

●● Evidence of cohesion: a desire to belong and a felt sense 
of accountability to other trustees and the board as a 
whole 

●● Evidence of coherence: a sense of connectedness that 
enables trustee differences to be integrated, without a 
blurring into ‘group think’

●● Mutual respect: argument is about ideas and not about 
the individuals 



The Chair plays a vital 
role in in managing the 

board through moments 
of dysfunction

The Chair’s role 
Recognise your role as leader 
The leadership role of the Chair is pivotal in promoting 
effective working amongst board members. You have 
the prime responsibility for building a board culture that 
enables it to govern well and to add value to the charity. 

You will also play a vital role in managing the board through 
moments of dysfunction, handling and resolving conflicts 
so that the board’s work is not impeded. 

In meetings, you are there to manage the debates, to 
summarise, highlight key themes and frame potential 
dilemmas in a way that bring things to a conclusion and 
decision about what next. You need to ensure that all 
voices are heard at meetings and that no single voice 
dominates. At the same time, your goal is to help members 
who have not got what they wanted, to nevertheless feel 
that their opinions will be listened to, valued and weighed. 

Between meetings you are ensuring trustees stay 
connected with the work of the charity and are contributing 
in agreed ways. 

One of your important leadership relationships is with 
your Chief Executive (if you have one). It is often a rich 
and stimulating relationship, and one explored in depth in 
AoC’s publication A Question of Balance.4 The relationship 
has inherent tensions that can impact greatly upon board 
dynamics. It is worth investing time in this relationship to 
make sure that the communication is open, and tensions 
are managed. 

When difficult board dynamics occur, the underlying 
cause will often be behavioural in nature, even where the 
presenting problem appears to be about a particular policy 
or procedure. This means that paying attention to your 
board members’ emotional needs will be as important as 
focussing on formal structures or procedures.



Dynamics are 
like undercurrents 

in the sea, which can 
carry boats in a different 

direction to the one 
they intend to sail 

Signs of trouble in board dynamics 
●● People fail to signal their concern or disagreement about a 
significant issue, and only alert the Chair after the meeting 

●● The board is over-engaged in minor or operational detail, 
fails to ask rigorous questions and avoids addressing more 
strategic or ‘difficult’ issues 

●● Board members fail to make decisions or constantly revisit and 
reopen the debate about a decision which has already been 
made 

●● Board members are overly aggressive toward staff or other 
board members 

●● Board members appear remote and uninterested; for 
example: erratic board attendance; don’t read the papers; 
get distracted by their phones or side conversations. Agreed 
actions are not carried out 

●● One or two individuals dominate the conversation and 
proceedings5 

●● People are overly polite and feel that consensus must be 
achieved. Consequently there are no dissenting voices or 
differing views around the table 

●● A small group ‘sews up’ decisions before the board meetings

Understand your board dynamics 
Dynamics can be defined as ‘the unconscious, psychological 
forces that influence the direction of a team’s behaviour and 
performance. They are like undercurrents in the sea, which 
can carry boats in a different direction to the one they intend 
to sail’.6 As Chair it’s important you observe and seek to 
understand your board’s dynamics so you can attempt to 
navigate the undercurrents. 

These undercurrents will ebb and flow at different times 
in the life of a charity. A productive culture at one stage of 
the organisational cycle might become unhelpful at another 
stage in the charity’s life. It is inevitable that every board 
will have its moments of dysfunction; in that regard boards 
of a charity are no different to any other group or team; 
behaviour will mirror the way that people in groups or 
teams relate to each other. 

So it is unrealistic to expect a continuously comfortable, 
steady state! 



Dynamics will be affected by life cycle. The board of a new 
start up charity, galvanised by hope and zeal and scarce 
resources, may have different and potentially more fluid 
dynamics to the board of an older charity with a more 
established mission and staff. 

They will also be affected by external factors such as 
funding pressures and difficult decisions about the future, 
or where there are differing views on the board about a 
potential merger. External factors can exacerbate anxiety 
and caution, or conversely generate creativity or shared 
commitment to facing adversity. 

And crucially the dynamics are about the people you have 
around the table. Some common challenges include: 

●● A board made up of trustees who have been in their 
role for many years, with established habits and ways of 
operating that may need updating 

●● An international board with members drawn from 
across the globe, who may find differing cultural 
norms and expectations hinder openness or mutual 
understanding 

●● Ex staff members on the board, who may bring a 
particular, and sometimes out-dated, perspective to the 
role and the history of pre-existing relationships with 
staff 

●● Over-deferential board, for example board members fail 
to engage, instead leaving it to the experts among their 
number 

●● Homogenous board, where there is little diversity in 
experience and world view, meaning there are more 
likely to be collective ‘blind spots’ about risks and 
opportunities 

●● Dysfunctionally polite, where board members value 
harmony over an appropriate airing of differences. 

●● A board where trustees are so emotionally engaged with 
the cause, it makes it hard for them to have necessary 
distance. This could be because they are founders, or 
users of the charity, or have a conflict of loyalty 

Dynamics are affected 
 by external factors



Seek to understand 
what motivates (and 
demotivates) your 

trustees

Understand your trustees, including yourself 
It really helps to get to know your trustees individually. Seek 
to understand what motivates (and demotivates) them, 
what they enjoy and what they most want to contribute. 
Spending time getting to know your board colleagues helps 
you get a better understanding of why they behave in 
the ways that they do. This will help you understand how 
to get the best from them. Aim to speak to your trustees 
periodically between board meetings and at least aim for 
an in-depth conversation annually. You can explore what’s 
important to them and how they view and experience the 
board’s dynamics. 

Of course, you also need to understand your own 
motivation and foibles and how you contribute to the 
board’s dynamics. For example, if you find conflict difficult 
you may avoid difficult topics or close down a discussion 
too early which may mean important issues are not being 
addressed, or could be a source of frustration to other 
board members. 

Foster productive board dynamics 
As a Chair, you will no doubt want to draw on a range of 
techniques to head off or resolve turbulent or unproductive 
board dynamics. Some Chairs use policies and procedure 
to achieve this, others rely on softer skills and emotional 
intelligence. An accomplished Chair will use both. 

Policies and procedures can help 
The right policies and procedures can provide a framework 
for the board and can help to mitigate some of the people-
problems that most commonly arise, or at least temper 
their worst effects. The Charity Governance Code 20177 sets 
out a range of good practice suggestions that can help. 



Good practice suggestions found in the Charity Governance Code 2017

The right size of board 
A board of at least five, but no more than twelve board members is cited as good practice 
in the Charity Governance Code, since a greater number of trustees makes it harder to 
maintain good board dynamics. 

Consider the benefits of a diverse board when recruiting 
As the Code recognises, having a board that is drawn from a range of backgrounds and 
experience brings different perspectives and is more likely to stretch and enrich the 
board’s thinking and problem-solving. 

Term limits for board membership 
Having a maximum length of tenure for all trustees provides you with an automatic 
opportunity to refresh the board. It can help boards to avoid becoming stagnant, or 
dominated by the views of one or two long-serving trustees. As good practice, the Code 
suggests that any terms of more than nine years in total should be subject to a rigorous 
review and be explained. 

Set aside time to discuss how the board works together 
The Code recommends that your board regularly sets time aside to discuss its effectiveness 
and its ability to work together as a team. This is a time when you can also explore 
individuals’ motivations and expectations. 

Review the board’s performance 
The Code recommends that the board reviews both its own performance and that of 
individual trustees, including the Chair (annually for larger charities). It also suggests larger 
charities consider commissioning an external evaluation every three years. 

Agree values 
The Code recommends the board agrees a set of values and ensures they are followed. 
This helps to establish shared norms and expectations.

Adopt a code of conduct 
Agreeing a code of conduct that all trustees sign up to, can help establish shared 
expectations about what good behaviour looks like and a helpful benchmark to hold each 
other to account. Be clear about what steps you can take if the code is breached. 

Identify, deal with and record conflicts of interest 
It’s important to be transparent about potential conflicts of interest and to manage them. 
The perception or reality of conflicted loyalties can quickly destroy trust. Board members’ 
primary responsibility is to act in the best interests of the charity.



Policies and procedures 
can only go so far

Ask for people’s 
reflections on how the 

meeting went  

Techniques you can learn 
Chairs use a wide range of techniques to help their trustees 
work well together. For example: 

A brief end-of-meeting review Ask for people’s reflections 
on how the meeting went, focussing on the processes 
(what we did well/not so well) and behaviours (how we did 
it, who did what etc) and how it felt, rather than decisions 
taken. This is an opportunity to identify, celebrate and 
encourage positive behaviours and to develop awareness 
of unhelpful behaviours. If you can, identify improvements 
going forward. 

Well-organised board agendas and papers, with clear 
recommendations or ‘asks’ of the board, help ensure the 
discussions are engaging, purposeful and focused. Work 
with your Director/CEO to make sure this is the case, 
including identifying the key items that you intend to give 
most discussion time to. Ensure papers are clear and 
provide appropriate detail but are not overly lengthy.

Attending to practical details Simple things like attending 
to the comfort of your board members can help them feel 
engaged, energetic and motivated: provide refreshments; 
include a break in the meeting; ensure the seating allows 
people to see each other easily; encourage board members 
to sit next to different people rather than always sitting in 
the same place; ensure the room is a suitable temperature. 
If you can find a new space to meet from time to time, it 
can help provide a conducive atmosphere.

Hold a board-only session at the beginning or end of 
some meetings. If you can create the right atmosphere, 
such sessions can offer a space for people to discuss any 
perceived difficult dynamics in an open way, without feeling 
inhibited by the presence of staff. Be aware this can lead to 
concerns and anxiety amongst staff so allay these concerns 
through discussion and being clear about the purpose and 
parameters of the session.

The role of softer skills 
Policies and procedures can only go so far. A key aspect 
of your role is handling people skilfully, using emotional 
intelligence to draw out the best in your trustees and to 
address difficult board behaviours and dynamics.



It helps to create a 
culture of giving and 
receiving feedback  

Interestingly, the softer skills aspect of the Chair’s role is not 
always highlighted in the role description, which perhaps 
explains why this can be a challenging area for some.

How you deal with your trustees will depend on your own 
personality. Some people are naturally better than others 
at building rapport, showing empathy or responding to 
distress. Sometimes trustees will use a discussion with 
you as an opportunity to unburden themselves. It is an 
expression of trust, but you may find it emotionally taxing 
to hear. If you do not have a naturally empathic personality, 
you might like to consider how colleagues and others can 
support you for example a Vice Chair, company secretary, 
or mentor. 

Create opportunities for board members to get to 
know each other 
Providing opportunities and the time for the trustees to 
meet outside of board meetings really helps to build up 
levels of trust and understanding of differing perspectives 
in a less formal atmosphere. 

Seek feedback 
It helps to create a culture of giving and receiving feedback. 
You can lead by example by asking for feedback on your 
approach. This can be informal, or by a formal process 
(such as an annual appraisal). If this is new for your board 
it may feel uncomfortable and you’ll need to take time to 
create this culture. If there are already tensions it is likely to 
take time to build trust. 

In Managing without Profit, Mike Hudson describes common 
behaviours of trusted leaders, that might be helpful for 
you and others to consider when thinking about promoting 
positive board dynamics.

●● Telling the truth and articulating reality 
●● Clarifying roles and expectations of others 
●● Being civil and respectful 
●● Demonstrating openness and transparency 
●● Modelling behaviours that they seek from others 
●● Listening and reflecting before acting 
●● Delivering results and their own commitments 
●● Seeking feedback 



External observation of how you chair the board can also 
provide useful feedback. Having modelled this approach 
yourself, it’s easier to explore the best way for individual 
trustees to get feedback on their contribution. 

Accept difficult conversations are part of the  
Chair’s role 
There will be times when it will be necessary for you to have 
a difficult conversation with one or more of your board 
members, to confront problematic board behaviours that 
affect the board’s performance and are contrary to the best 
interests of the charity. 

Such conversations may be triggered by a breakdown 
in collective decision-making by the board, perhaps 
because an individual or groups of individuals – which 
can include staff members – have become too dominant, 
making decisions that are for the board as a collective 
body to make. At other times, there may be a need to 
address bullying behaviour by an individual; an absence 
of commitment or disrespect for the governance process 
expressed by a lack of investment in time and attention 
of a trustee; or obstructive and repeated barracking in 
meetings, refusing to accept a majority decision agreed. 

When necessary, seek support
No one enjoys having such conversations but they are part 
of the Chair’s role, so you need to accept the responsibility. 
If you struggle with this kind of difficult conversation, 
you might, as suggested earlier, want to get support, 
for example from the Vice Chair. If you have a member 
of your board who is skilled at surfacing and facilitating 
conversations about how board members work together, 
it may be appropriate to work with them. A company 
secretary or governance manager can also provide you 
with another perspective on the board and can be a useful 
sounding board for some issues. 

Others get the support of external coaches or mentors to 
help them think through how best to promote a positive 
board culture and address any difficult dynamics. Or you 
may find it useful to bring in expertise from a relevant 
professional unconnected to the charity or to the local 
community. Another alternative is to ask for help from an 

No one enjoys having 
difficult conversations 

but they are part of the 
Chair’s role 



experienced Chair from another unconnected charity who 
might be able to ‘shine a light on the behaviour’ without 
invoking bad feelings. 

As Chair, you are sometimes faced with sensitive and 
confidential matters. You may have to judge who on the 
board you tell (if anyone), as well as when. This can give 
you the chance to resolve the situation, and avoid the 
issues spilling out in a way that damages relationships. In 
most situations, the issue will be such that the wider board 
should be informed, albeit perhaps in outline rather than 
detail.

For some difficult situations, for example matters relating 
to the chief executive, it can be helpful to draw upon a 
smaller group of board members, perhaps the honorary 
officers, to manage any necessary investigation and other 
processes required. Or you may wish to seek the help of 
a mediator. Where this is the case you will want to ensure 
that your approach is consistent with the charity’s relevant 
policies e.g. on employment or safeguarding. 

Acknowledge you could be part of the problem 
Where a charity is encountering difficult board dynamics, a 
good Chair will consider if their approach and behaviours 
form part of the problem. Some Chairs may be loath to 
self-reflect, but the more you deny that you are part of the 
board’s growing dysfunctionality, the more likely it is that 
you might be part of that problem. In other words, a good 
Chair will challenge their own complacency.

There is no such thing as a perfect Chair. Different 
strengths, skills and attributes will be useful at various 
points in the life of a charity. Self-awareness of your 
strengths and weaknesses can go a long way, as can 
a willingness to seek an honest assessment of your 
governance leadership from colleagues on the board, 
asking for help with areas where you are less strong. It may 
well involve recognising that a different type of Chair is now 
required for the next stage in the charity’s development. 

A good Chair will 
challenge their own 

complacency 



Problem behaviours by Chairs 
●● Has difficulty seeking and accepting feedback from 

others
●● Fails to make trustees feel their viewpoint is heard  

and valued even if it is the minority view 
●● Discourages legitimate questioning and challenge 
●● Offers and defends own decision or opinion too early 

in discussions, with summing up biased to own views 
●● Tolerates poor behaviour or is unwilling to stand up 

to dominant individuals 
●● Dominates discussion 
●● Prone to emotional outbursts e.g. impatience  

or defensiveness, making it difficult for others to 
speak up 

●● Fails to bring discussion to a decision 
●● Relies on an inner group to make decisions that 

belong to the board as a whole 

When the time does come for you to depart, whatever the 
circumstances, you can help by planning your departure 
in a way that offers a smooth transition. An abrupt or ill 
thought through exit can destabilise a board. A well-timed 
and well-managed parting can be your final gift to the 
organisation. 

In conclusion 
It is clear that trustees can only function at optimum if 
board dynamics are understood, identified and effectively 
managed; enabling productive behaviours of individual 
trustees is central to that task. 

Chairs have a crucial role in setting the tone and leading by 
example. They need to draw upon high levels of emotional 
intelligence to deal with disparate characters and the 
varying motivations on the board. Building the necessary 
levels of trust and confidence within the board is not always 
easy and it can take time, but the benefits are clear and 
bring the satisfaction of a job well done. 

A well-timed and  
well-managed parting 

can be your final gift to 
your charity 
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The Association of Chairs champions good chairing in the 
voluntary sector.

We support Chairs and Vice Chairs of charities and non-profit 
organisations to lead their boards effectively and so ensure delivery 
of the organisation’s mission.

Our resources are designed specifically for Chairs and vice Chairs to 
support them in their skilled and demanding roles. 

To find out more, and to join, visit  
www.associationofchairs.org.uk
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