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IS THERE AN OPTIMAL NUMBER?  

The governing board of a community foundation is the heart of the foundation’s management 
and oversight.  But each foundation faces a question:  what is the “optimum” number of board 
members? 

Somewhat surprisingly, there seems to be little research on the best number of board members 
for a nonprofit board (or a community foundation board).  This research report won’t take a 
position on the optimal board size.  Rather, we will provide some of the arguments both for and 
against larger and smaller boards. 

Probably the best advice is this:  A board should be large enough to get the board’s work 
done, yet small enough to work as a single team to communicate, deliberate, and 
function as a single body.1   The goal is great … but what is the best number to achieve this? 

In this report, we’ll look at the current size of community foundation boards (as reported in their 
Form 990).  Then we’ll highlight some of the most relevant arguments both for and against small 
and large boards.  We’ll end with a few observations we uncovered during our research. 

Current Size of Community Foundation Boards 

In looking at community foundations in the United States, we found the following about board 
size:2 

• The average size of a community foundation board is 17 members.  The most common 
number of board members is 15 (used by 70 community foundation), and the median 
number of board members is 16.3 

• The Community Foundation for Southeast Michigan has the most board members, at 56, 
followed closely by the Community Foundation of Middle Tennessee, with 53 board 
members.  After that, board membership drops to the 37 noted by the East Tennessee 
Foundation. 

• The Coshocton Foundation gets by with just three board members, and The Legacy 
Foundation:The Community Foundation in California has just four board members. 

We found a slightly larger number of board members based on asset size.  The largest 
foundations average about 18 board members, while the smallest average 15. 

Slicing the data in several different ways, we could find no meaningful difference in board size 
based on the age of the community foundation, their geographic location, or their growth rates. 

Here’s the bottom line:  There is no magic number of board members.  You need to select a 
number that works best for your situation.  What follows now are some of the arguments made 
both for and against larger or smaller boards. 
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Smaller Boards are Best Because …. 

Smaller boards are easier to manage for a variety of reasons.  They tend to meet more often, 
because it’s easier to coordinate everyone’s busy schedules.  Board discussions are generally 
shorter, leading to faster decision making.  

A smaller board can forge closer working relationships.  This provides an opportunity for the 
group to make sure everyone’s opinion can be heard; it also makes it more difficult for a board 
member to hide in the background and contribute little to the discussion. 

Having too many board members around the table allows quieter members to kick back and 
disengage, as they may feel their opinions will be lost in the clutter. It’s also easier for cliques to 
form with larger boards, which can isolate some board members even further. 

Members of large boards tend to feel their participation is limited, as is their opportunity to exert 
influence, contribute good ideas, and use their leadership skills to benefit the organization. If 
board action is limited to ratifying decisions of the executive committee or listening to staff 
reports, board members become disconnected from the group. Board member attendance and 
engagement may suffer. 
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Don’t forget about the staff time required by larger boards.  Having many board members places 
a larger burden on the executive director.  When I was an executive director of a community 
foundation, my goal was to meet face-to-face with each board member before every board 
meeting.  Larger boards would require more time to do that. 

Larger boards also tend to have more committees, and each committee should be managed by 
a staff member.  This means the community foundation may need to hire additional staff to 
manage more committees. 

Larger Boards are Best Because …. 

Community foundations rely on board members for a variety of functions, not just board meeting 
decision-making.  Board members are ambassadors in the community and help the staff in key 
elements such as fundraising and volunteering at events. 

With a smaller board, there is a real risk of overworking and overburdening those members who 
invest a great deal of their time and energy on community foundation matters.  A member who 
attends board meetings, committee meetings, the annual gala, a lunch with a donor and 
represents your foundation at a charity dinner is taking a lot of time away from their family and 
their real job.  With a larger board, the burden of the many volunteer-related tasks that are 
required can be spread out over a larger number, reducing the risk of burnout for any board 
member. 

Larger numbers of board members bring a larger network of connections, as directors are likely 
to know many local business professionals such as lawyers, bankers and accountants.  Then 
there is the practical fund development argument.  Since every board member is expected to 
make a personal financial contribution, more board members mean more charitable gifts. 

Community foundations might lean towards larger boards for another reason.  A case can be 
made that the governing board of the community foundation should reflect the diversity of the 
community that it serves.  Community foundations are, of course, free to define diversity in the 
manner that reflects their needs – race, age, gender, professional background, etc.  With a 
larger board it is easier to make sure that a wide variety of viewpoints are represented. 

Keep in mind as well that some community foundations require representation from 
constituencies defined by geography, political office, relationship to the organization (e.g., head 
of a local hospital or university), or other factors set forth in the organization’s bylaws.  These 
requirements are more easily met with a larger board. 

What About a Large Board with an Active Executive Committee? 

In some instances, a community foundation might establish a larger board and supplement it 
with an active, smaller, executive committee which can act more quickly on pressing matters.  
Proponents of this model might argue that this provides the advantage of many community 
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“board ambassadors” for the foundation, while still allowing for the agility of speedy action 
through the smaller executive committee. 

Yet this model risks making the board members not on the executive committee a passive, 
rubber-stamping body with little input regarding important matters.  Community leaders with 
busy schedules may resent being relegated to what they might perceive to be a secondary role. 

Some Final Observations 

Build Flexibility into Your By-Laws. Normally the size of the board is included in the bylaws of 
the organization. Consider amending your bylaws to allow for a number of board members 
within a certain range, rather than an exact number.  This gives you the ability to flex depending 
on the circumstances and still be following your bylaws. 

Do You Really Need an Odd Number? Some observers recommend an odd number of board 
members, to avoid a vote ending in a tie.  Perhaps better advice, however, is that if your board 
is evenly split down the middle, rethink the process so that your board can reach a more 
definitive consensus.  In other words, don’t automatically think you need an odd number of 
board members. Consensus is better than tie-breaking votes. 

A Very Practical Limitation.  Want a practical limit on the size of your board?  How many can 
comfortably fit into your board room?  It’s great to be in a situation where your board can meet 
“on location” at your offices.  Don’t create a board that is too large to fit in your largest meeting 
room. 

 

 

 

 

 

1 This quotation is often attributed to Sumption & Wyland, experts on nonprofit governance. 
2 This data is based on reported board members in the Form 990.  We limited our analysis to the largest 
600 community foundations, which includes all community foundations with assets of about $5.8 million 
and above. 
3 For those of you who remember your 9th grade math (I barely do), that’s the mean, the mode and the 
median. 
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