Dealing with Resistance Against Board Assessment

The objective of board assessment is to help the board improve its own work. Its purpose is to allow board members to better understand their own roles and responsibilities and how they can more effectively fulfill their obligations. The process can develop the board’s team-building skills, provide structure for problem solving, and increase accountability within the Club.

Performance evaluation often is conceived as a threatening exercise. This is true not only with employee performance evaluations but equally applies to a board assessment. Resistance to evaluation is often tied to a fear of negative judgment, apprehension about the process and ultimate consequences, and unease with change. Individual board members may fear a loss of confidentiality and being unfavorably compared to peers. This happens when the purpose of assessment is not understood. Self-evaluation can have a negative undertone when it is not used to build positive outcomes. 
Obstacles

Without addressing the real or perceived obstacles to the assessment process, it may never get off the ground or become a constructive exercise. Here are some common barriers that prevent the board from seeing the benefits of self-evaluation.
· Board members do not understand the purpose of the activity. They do not see the link between their collective performance and the performance of the Club. 

· There is no consensus among board members on the necessity or the method of carrying out this activity. 

· Board members feel that they are already doing a great job. Evaluation would be an unnecessary waste of time. 

· Board members fear upsetting the present balance and conviviality. 

· There is a dilemma between wanting to know how the board is doing while not wanting to be blamed for poor performance. 

· The board does not know how to do it. 

· The cost seems prohibitive. 

· It is difficult to find the time from busy schedules to fill out the questionnaires and to attend a retreat afterwards. 

· The board is struggling with a crisis that demands its full attention. The timing is not good for another big project. 

· The board has done it before and nothing seemed to change. 

How to make it work

Planning and understanding the benefits of assessment are keys to its success. Here are some strategies for defeating obstacles.
Commitment — Get each board member’s buy-in in order to make this a true group effort. Without a consensus, the board simply won’t participate. Members should be ensured that their answers to the questionnaire will remain confidential and that the objective of the exercise is not to be punitive but to improve the board’s future performance. 

Process — The board should research the different assessment tools available and determine together which one is acceptable. Together the members can fine-tune the tool to address issues and questions that are important to the board. In addition, the board should determine how individual board member evaluation is included for the purposes of self-reflection. In any event, the board needs to address the board’s general resistance to change. Change does not have to mean that everything from the past will be judged unacceptable.
Planning — Adequate time should be devoted to planning, starting well ahead of time in order to ensure that board members may have the proper time set aside to complete the assessment. A date should also be agreed upon for a board retreat to discuss the results. 

Competency —  If this is the board’s first assessment effort, a task force should be formed to explore how others have done it. Members should learn how to give constructive feedback, and when possible, bring in an outside facilitator to help with the discussions and aid in the administration of the process. 
Cost — For some boards, the cost for self-assessment can be prohibitive. To cover the costs involved, the board can research foundations that fund board development activities. The expenses should be included in the Club’s budget.
Follow-up — The board should ensure that the final recommendations that come from the board retreat discussions will be implemented by creating proper follow-up procedures. Board members should be provided with possibilities for self-improvement and their expectations and overall duties should be clarified. Lastly, the board should commit to repeat the process every two to three years.
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