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Establishing Two Board Dialogues
The Two Dialogues

In the traditional Board approach, there is one dialogue: between the Board and the Executive.  For definitional purposes, a dialogue is an ongoing discussion in which a group participates.  It is more than a conversation; it is more properly thought of as the forum in which a series of conversations functions.  This traditional dialogue is a Board Member-to-Executive one.  The conversation is directed at the Executive from one or a few Board members.  It often has a question and answer format.  

This Policy Governance® tactic seeks to establish an additional dialogue, a Whole Board Dialogue.  This dialogue works in concert with the Board Member-to-Executive.  The two dialogues allow the board to better manage their meetings and the way that they address questions and issues that are raised.  The Executive’s role is clarified with this separation.  In one forum the Executive is providing information to questions and concerns.  In the second forum the Executive is a participant, not the center of the discussion.  This allows the Board to function as a group rather than as individuals, with the Executive fulfilling the appropriate role.  

Managing the Two Dialogues

The strategy is to move items that hold importance for the Board from the Board Member-to-Executive Dialogue to the Whole Board Dialogue.  The first step is to separate the two dialogues on the agenda.  The Whole Board Dialogue is a somewhat flexible agenda, with pre-selected items and ad hoc items coming from the Board Member-to-Executive discussion.  When a concern, value, or Board issue is identified in the Board Member-to-Executive Dialogue, the Chair or Board Member may ask to add the item to the Whole Board Dialogue.  Moving items is especially important when the Board Member or Board starts to solve the problem.  If left in the Board Member-to-Executive dialogue, it is likely that the solution will be more specific than necessary.  The separation and intentional movement from one dialogue to another, allows the Board as a whole to stay in control of the discussion rather than individual members.  

An Example:

Board Member:  What is the return that we are getting on our invested funds?

Executive: It is more than we expected, given the current economy.

Board Member: Yes. …, but what is the return?

Executive:  It is around 7%.

Board Member: Couldn’t we do better with a different type of fund?

Executive:  Probably, but at a higher risk.

Chair to the Board Member:  Are you concerned with the return that we are getting?  Do you think it isn’t enough?

Board Member:  In a way, but really I’m concerned that we didn’t look at all the alternatives.

Chair to Board Member:  So it isn’t the return as much as the process that was used to select the investment fund?

Board Member:  Yes.  That’s my concern.  

Chair to the full Board:  Do you want to add “Process for the selection of investment funds” as an item for our Whole Board Discussion?

When is it time to move something to the Whole Board Dialogue?

Although there are no hard and fast rules, there are some general guidelines for assessing when something needs to be considered for the Whole Board Dialogue.  

· Value or ethical concerns

· Suggestions for actions by the Executive or the Organization

· A lengthy period of time spent on one topic

· Above average intensity of discussion

· High speed of exchange

· Neither informational nor monitoring

· Critiquing without limitations

Having two dialogues doesn’t mean that Board Members shouldn’t have the right to question the Executive.  However, there is point at which the whole Board needs to guide the interchange rather than one member.  The Whole Board Dialogue moves the interchange from one person to the whole Board.
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