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Abstract 
Board–executive relations in non-profit governance are undergoing rapid transformation in 
response to technological, global, and socio-political changes. This article examines 
emerging trends reshaping governance practices, including the professionalization of 
boards, the digitalization of governance processes, crisis-driven adaptations, the rise of 
hybrid and transnational organizations, and cross-sectoral borrowing. Professionalization 
enhances board competence but risks reinforcing managerialism at the expense of mission 
and community representation. Digital governance expands inclusivity but also introduces 
cybersecurity vulnerabilities and digital divides. Crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic 
reveal the importance of adaptive partnerships that allow flexible role boundaries under 
pressure. Hybrid and international NGOs face multi-level accountability challenges, while 
cross-sectoral exchanges transfer both corporate tools and participatory approaches across 
sectors. Collectively, these trends illustrate that governance is an evolving practice, not a 
fixed structure, requiring adaptability, trust, and a renewed commitment to mission integrity. 
For scholars, the analysis underscores the need to contextualize governance within broader 
technological and institutional environments. For practitioners, it offers insights into 
developing resilient, inclusive, and adaptive partnerships that sustain legitimacy and 
effectiveness in dynamic contexts.
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non-profit governance; board–executive relations; professionalization; digital governance; 
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1. Introduction 
Non-profit governance is shaped by dynamic pressures that redefine how boards and 
executives share authority. Globalization, digitalization, and crisis conditions have 
intensified the need for new competencies and flexible structures. Governance is no longer a 
static arrangement but an evolving practice embedded in wider institutional, technological, 
and socio-political environments (Parker, 2007). This article analyzes key trends reshaping 
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board–executive relations and considers their implications for organizational legitimacy and 
resilience.

2. Professionalization of Boards 
Board professionalization has become a defining trend in recent years. Training programs, 
certification schemes, and evaluation frameworks promoted by organizations such as 
BoardSource (United States) and the Institute of Directors (United Kingdom) have raised 
expectations of competence and accountability (Kiel & Nicholson, 2003). Countries such as 
Canada and Australia have developed accreditation systems for non-profit governance. 
Professionalization strengthens fiduciary oversight and strategic capacity, enabling more 
effective partnerships with executives (Brown, 2007). Yet, excessive emphasis on 
managerial competence risks privileging technical expertise over mission representation and 
grassroots legitimacy (Cornforth, 2012).

3. Digitalization and Remote Governance 
Digitalization, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has reshaped governance practices. 
Virtual meetings, electronic board packs, and AI-enabled monitoring tools have enabled 
geographically dispersed boards to collaborate more effectively and inclusively (Charity 
Commission, 2021). Digital tools expand oversight through real-time performance tracking 
and predictive analytics (Wang & Siau, 2019). However, these advances bring challenges: 
digital divides can exclude less technologically skilled members, and cybersecurity 
vulnerabilities threaten organizational integrity. Executives must therefore develop digital 
fluency and adapt communication to hybrid governance settings.

4. Crisis-Driven Governance Adaptation 
Crises test the adaptability of governance systems. During the COVID-19 pandemic, boards 
often shifted from strategic oversight to direct involvement in crisis management, creating 
opportunities for collaboration but also risks of role confusion (Bies et al., 2021). 
Humanitarian and climate-related emergencies similarly demand rapid executive decision-
making, while boards struggle to provide timely oversight (Stern, 2007). Governance 
resilience depends on adaptive partnerships, where trust and communication enable 
recalibration of board and executive roles in moments of disruption.
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5. Hybrid and Transnational Non-Profits 
The rise of hybrid and international NGOs adds complexity to board–executive dynamics. 
Hybrid organizations that combine charitable missions with social enterprise models must 
balance mission with market demands, creating tensions in governance (Ebrahim, Battilana, 
& Mair, 2014). Transnational NGOs face multi-level accountability, reconciling diverse 
regulatory systems, cultural expectations, and stakeholder claims (Prakash & Gugerty, 
2010). Boards composed of international elites may lack contextual expertise, placing 
greater demands on executives as cultural brokers (Lewis, 2014). Effective governance 
requires adaptive structures, inclusive representation, and accountability mechanisms 
spanning local and global levels.

6. Cross-Sectoral Borrowing 
Governance practices increasingly cross sectoral boundaries. Non-profits adopt corporate 
tools such as risk management systems, board evaluations, and performance metrics (Huse, 
2007), while also borrowing public-sector practices of participatory governance and 
stakeholder engagement (Ansell & Gash, 2008). Conversely, corporate boards incorporate 
non-profit approaches to stakeholder engagement and corporate social responsibility. For 
executives, cross-sectoral borrowing provides valuable tools but also introduces tensions 
when business-oriented practices conflict with mission integrity. Selective adaptation is 
therefore essential to ensure innovations enhance accountability without diluting core 
values.

7. Discussion 
The evolution of board–executive relations reflects broader systemic changes. 
Professionalization improves oversight but risks managerialism. Digitalization enhances 
inclusivity but creates vulnerabilities. Crises demand adaptive partnerships, while hybrid 
and transnational NGOs face unique accountability challenges. Cross-sectoral borrowing 
enriches governance but requires careful alignment with non-profit values. Governance in 
this context is best understood as adaptive practice: effective when rooted in trust, 
flexibility, and mission-centered leadership.

8. Conclusion 
Board–executive relations in the non-profit sector are increasingly shaped by 
professionalization, digitalization, crisis adaptation, internationalization, and cross-sectoral 
exchange. These trends highlight that governance is not a static structure but a dynamic 
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process requiring constant recalibration. For scholars, evolving governance trends 
emphasize the importance of analyzing contextual and cross-sectoral dynamics. For 
practitioners, they underscore the need to invest in board competence, digital skills, crisis 
readiness, and culturally inclusive frameworks while maintaining mission integrity. 
Resilient board–executive partnerships will depend on adaptability, trust, and a shared 
commitment to organizational purpose in a rapidly changing environment.
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