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Abstract 
Effective governance structures are vital to the legitimacy and sustainability of non-profit 
organizations. Governance charters provide a formal framework for board–executive 
relations by defining roles, responsibilities, and accountability mechanisms. This teaching 
paper explores the design of governance charters and role definitions as tools to minimize 
conflict, strengthen fiduciary oversight, and align decision-making with mission integrity. 
Drawing on governance scholarship and practical nonprofit management experience, it 
demonstrates how clear charters can prevent role ambiguity, establish ethical safeguards, 
and create a shared understanding of authority between boards and executives. Practical 
tools, including a sample governance charter outline and role descriptions, are provided, 
alongside a case study illustrating successful application. Reflection questions and practical 
guidance equip leaders, board members, and students with the skills to design charters that 
reinforce accountability and enhance collaboration. The paper emphasizes both academic 
foundations and practitioner insights, making it a valuable resource for those seeking to 
improve governance in mission-driven organizations.

Keywords 
Non-profit governance; governance charter; board–executive relations; accountability; 
fiduciary responsibility; role clarity; organizational leadership

 of 1 5

https://www.linkedin.com/in/drannaneya/
http://neyaglobal.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5669-1676
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-brdexcrel-tp-01


Executive Summary 
Non-profit organizations rely on effective governance to ensure accountability, mission 
alignment, and organizational integrity. Yet, ambiguity between the roles of boards and 
executives frequently leads to conflict or inefficiency. Governance charters resolve these 
tensions by codifying responsibilities and boundaries, while role definitions clarify 
expectations for individual leaders.
This paper introduces practical tools for designing governance charters that balance strategic 
authority with operational autonomy. A case study highlights how a mid-sized nonprofit 
used a charter to address financial mismanagement and restore trust. For practitioners, the 
paper provides actionable templates; for academics, it contributes to discussions on 
organizational legitimacy and accountability in non-profit studies.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
This Teaching Paper aims to:

1. Explain the function of governance charters in strengthening accountability and 
mission alignment.

2. Demonstrate how role definitions clarify board and executive responsibilities.
3. Provide practical tools for drafting and implementing governance charters.
4. Equip students, practitioners, and scholars to identify governance gaps and design 

solutions.

Background and Context 
The importance of governance has long been recognized in organizational theory. Bryson 
(2018) emphasizes strategic governance as a foundation for mission-driven effectiveness, 
while Drucker (1990) underscores clarity of roles as essential for organizational 
performance. Patton (2015) highlights accountability mechanisms as critical for nonprofit 
legitimacy.
Non-profits often face blurred boundaries between governance and management. Without 
clear frameworks, boards may overstep into operational matters or executives may dominate 
strategic decisions. Governance charters address these issues by articulating authority, 
establishing ethical policies, and defining accountability systems such as audits and 
performance reviews.

Practical Guide 
Sample Outline of a Governance Charter:

• Mission Alignment: Confirms that governance exists to safeguard mission integrity.
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• Board Responsibilities: Fiduciary oversight, strategic direction, ethical compliance, 
safeguarding.

• Executive Responsibilities: Operational management, program delivery, staff 
leadership, stakeholder relations.

• Decision-Making Boundaries: Distinguishes strategic authority (board) from 
operational authority (executive).

• Accountability Mechanisms: Annual performance reviews, financial audits, 
safeguarding reports.

• Conflict of Interest Policy: Procedures for disclosure and management.
• Safeguarding & Ethics Clauses: Protection of beneficiaries, staff, and 

organizational reputation.
Example Role Definitions:

• Board Chair: Ensures effective governance, facilitates board–executive partnership, 
oversees board performance.

• Treasurer: Oversees financial integrity, ensures audits and compliance with 
regulations.

• Executive Director: Provides operational leadership, translates strategy into action, 
maintains staff morale.

Case Study 
A mid-sized education nonprofit in Southeast Asia faced repeated tensions between its board 
and executive director, particularly regarding financial decisions. The absence of a 
governance charter led to confusion over who had authority for approving budgets and staff 
appointments.
With technical support, the organization drafted a governance charter based on the outline 
above. The charter introduced clear decision-making boundaries, mandated annual audits, 
and defined the treasurer’s financial oversight role. Within a year, financial reporting 
improved, board–executive relations stabilized, and staff morale increased. Donor 
confidence returned, leading to expanded program funding.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Ambiguity: Avoid vague statements; clarity prevents overlap.
• Resistance to Change: Engage both board and staff in drafting the charter.
• Cultural Fit: Adapt role definitions to the organizational and national context.
• Enforcement: Ensure accountability clauses are implemented, not just written.
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Reflection Questions 
1. How does a governance charter reinforce mission integrity in your organization?
2. Which boundaries between board and executive roles are most contested in your 

context?
3. How might cultural or regulatory environments affect governance practices?
4. What mechanisms could be added to strengthen accountability?

Limitations and Considerations 
Governance charters cannot replace trust or organizational culture. Overly rigid documents 
may discourage innovation or responsiveness. Additionally, smaller organizations may find 
charters burdensome if not scaled appropriately. Contextual adaptation is therefore essential.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper contributes to scholarship by linking classical governance theories with 
practical templates. It highlights how formal governance mechanisms, often underexplored 
in academic literature, can bridge theory and practice for non-profits operating in diverse 
contexts.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Governance charters and role definitions are essential tools for strengthening accountability, 
reducing conflict, and safeguarding mission integrity. For practitioners, drafting a charter 
represents an immediate step toward improved governance. For scholars, further research 
into cross-cultural adaptations of governance charters can deepen understanding of their 
impact.
Next steps include integrating charters into board orientation, reviewing them annually, and 
using them as teaching tools in leadership development programs.
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