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HOW WOULD YOU HANDLE THIS¢

In each issue, NBR presents a challenging scenario based on real-life nonprofit
experiences and asks readers how they’d handle it.

The Scenario

Executive director Bethany looked
around her crowded office, hoping
to find space for the stack of papers
she’d just cleared off her visitor's chair.

“Have a seat, Joe,” she told the
board president.

“Thanks, Bethany,” he replied, taking
a seat. “l was in the area and wanted
to talk to you about something.”

“You don’t need a reason fo come
by, Joe,” she said with a smile, finally
sefting the papers on the floor.

“But tell me what's on your mind.”

Donation and board service

“It's Steve,” Joe began. “He told me
last night that he and his wife want to

Big donor holding contribution
over the board’s head: What to do?

make a substantial gift to our agency —
bigger than we've ever gotten, in fact.”

“That's fantastic!” Bethany
exclaimed.

“Well, but it comes with strings
attached,” Joe continued. “You know
his term on the board is up soon.

Now he says he wants his wife to
take his seat — or, he implied, the gift
is off the table.”

“You must have misunderstood, Joe!
He wouldn't do thatl” she said.

“It's true,” Joe said. “| know
our new nominating committee has
been hard at work recruiting more
strategically this year. But we really
could use that money!”

If you were a leader o this
organization, what would you do next?

Reader Responses

Janet Smoak, executive director,
Besser Museum, Alpena, MI

Next step: I'd ask him to submit
his wife’s name for consideration
and not to make the gift at this time,
but to reconsider it at a later date.

And I’d try to make sure the
nominating committee didn’t know
about the gift so it could make a
decision without taking a potential
large contribution into consideration.

Reason: Keeping these two things
separate 1s in keeping with the
board’s ethical mandate. Plus, once
you open that door to make an
exception, there’s no closing it!

Debra Payne, executive director,
Religious Coalition for Community
Renewal, Charleston, WV

Next step: It’s OK to consider the

wife. If she meets the criteria, that’s
great; if not, you have to turn down
the gift.

Reason: If this board member is
holding something over your head
now, what might he or his wife do
in the future?

Carol Hinton, CEOQ,
YWCA Dayton, Dayton, OH

Next step: I'd encourage the
board chair to take the issue to
the board or the nominating
committee. The board chair in
particular would likely know
more about the wife.

Reason: This is an issue on
which the board’s engagement
can be substantial. And it needs
to make its own decision about
this issue.
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