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Abstract 
Effective governance requires not only well-defined structures but also regular evaluation of 
how boards and executives perform their roles. Self-assessment and evaluation tools provide 
systematic ways to measure strengths, identify gaps, and improve accountability in non-
profit governance. Increasingly mandated by governance codes and best practices, these 
tools clarify expectations, enhance trust, and support mission alignment. This Teaching 
Paper introduces key dimensions of board self-assessment and executive evaluation, 
including role clarity, strategic deliberation, communication, and ethical leadership. 
Practical tools such as sample indicators and Likert-scale questions are presented, alongside 
a case study illustrating application in a mid-sized non-profit. By bridging academic insights 
and field practice, the paper equips both scholars and practitioners with accessible methods 
to institutionalize evaluation as a driver of performance and legitimacy.
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Executive Summary 
Governance effectiveness depends not only on charters and role definitions but also on 
continuous monitoring of performance. Boards must reflect on how well they exercise 
fiduciary oversight and strategic deliberation, while executives require structured feedback 
on operational leadership and mission fidelity.
This paper presents practical evaluation frameworks, including board self-assessment 
indicators and executive evaluation dimensions. It highlights how such tools—often based 
on governance codes like OECD or Independent Sector—help reduce conflict, build trust, 
and strengthen legitimacy. A practical Likert-scale tool illustrates how boards and 
executives can jointly assess performance. The paper concludes with tips, reflection 
questions, and considerations for integrating assessments into governance practice.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
This Teaching Paper aims to:

1. Explain the role of assessment tools in strengthening non-profit governance.
2. Provide frameworks for board self-assessment and executive evaluation.
3. Offer practical tools (indicators, scales) adaptable to different contexts.
4. Encourage organizations to adopt regular evaluation practices for accountability and 

performance improvement.

Background and Context 
Scholars emphasize that effective governance requires more than formal structures; it also 
depends on continuous learning and accountability (Cornforth, 2014). Drucker (1990) 
argued that “what gets measured gets managed,” highlighting the importance of evaluation 
in leadership. Patton (2015) also stresses evaluation as a developmental process that 
supports organizational improvement, not just compliance.
Governance codes such as the OECD Principles of Corporate Governance and the 
Independent Sector’s best practices recommend routine self-assessments for boards and 
performance evaluations for executives. In practice, however, many non-profits delay or 
avoid assessments due to perceived sensitivity. Institutionalizing evaluation as a learning 
process rather than a punitive measure is key to long-term governance health.

Practical Guide 
Sample Board Self-Assessment Indicators:

• Clarity of board roles and responsibilities.
• Quality of strategic deliberation and decision-making.
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• Independence and avoidance of micromanagement.
• Diversity, inclusion, and representation.
• Relationship with the executive: trust, communication, respect.

Sample Executive Evaluation Dimensions:
• Operational performance (staff management, program delivery, financial 

stewardship).
• Mission fidelity (translation of strategic goals into practice).
• Stakeholder relations (donors, partners, policymakers).
• Advocacy and external representation.
• Ethical leadership and safeguarding.

Illustrative Tool (Likert scale 1–5):
• “The board clearly distinguishes its governance role from management.”
• “The executive director effectively communicates organizational priorities.”
• “There is mutual trust and accountability between the board and executive.”

Case Study 
A healthcare nonprofit in Eastern Europe faced growing tension between its board and 
executive director over program expansion. To address this, the board adopted a joint 
assessment process using a 1–5 Likert scale.
Board members rated their clarity of roles, independence, and trust in the executive, while 
the executive was evaluated on program delivery, stakeholder relations, and communication. 
Results revealed high trust but weak strategic deliberation and limited board diversity. 
Based on findings, the board introduced governance training and expanded recruitment 
efforts. The executive strengthened reporting mechanisms and communication with staff. 
Within two years, organizational performance improved and donor confidence increased.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Perceived Threat: Frame assessments as developmental, not punitive.
• Low Participation: Ensure anonymous surveys to encourage honesty.
• One-Off Use: Institutionalize assessments annually for learning and adaptation.
• Bias: Balance self-assessment with external facilitation where possible.

Reflection Questions 
1. How often does your board conduct structured self-assessment?
2. What dimensions of executive performance are most critical in your context?
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3. How could evaluation tools strengthen trust between your board and executive?
4. What steps could make your assessment process more inclusive and participatory?

Limitations and Considerations 
While valuable, assessments cannot substitute for trust, culture, or strong relationships. 
Overemphasis on metrics may reduce governance to a compliance exercise. Small 
organizations may lack resources to conduct formal assessments, requiring simplified or 
peer-based approaches.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper contributes to governance scholarship by highlighting how practical 
evaluation tools operationalize accountability. It connects theoretical insights on learning 
organizations with real-world mechanisms that strengthen trust, legitimacy, and 
performance in non-profits.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Board self-assessments and executive evaluations are essential tools for governance 
renewal. They clarify roles, enhance accountability, and provide structured feedback for 
performance improvement.
Next steps include embedding assessments into annual board calendars, adapting tools to 
local contexts, and sharing results transparently with stakeholders to reinforce 
accountability. Scholars may further explore cross-cultural applications and long-term 
impacts of governance evaluation practices.
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