
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES:
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Imagine making your favorite cookies with a friend after
dreaming about whipping up a batch all week. Both of
you (unbeknownst to the other) add the flour. The dough
seems sti�er than normal, but you keep on stirring.
Small, delicious lumps are carefully placed on the cookie
sheet and placed in the oven. The timer goes o�, you wait
a reasonable amount of time before taking a bite. Ugh.
What is this dense, cakey mess?

Remember, great board/director relationships (and
cookies) are contingent on knowing who is doing what.
Things always turn out better that way.

The primary role of the Executive Director is operations,
operations, operations. While the board should set
reasonable benchmarks and hold the executive
accountable for meeting the benchmarks, the only time
the board should be involved in the day-to-day operations
is:

● during the start-up phase (Board Types 1 & 2),
● in a volunteer (non-board) capacity, or
● if the entire board has determined the Executive

Director doesn’t have the necessary skills to move
the organization forward. *

Unlike the board’s roles and responsibilities, an Executive Director’s role is not static due to the
ever-changing needs of the organization. It’s much more di�cult to provide a punch list that fits
every Director.

An organization’s daily operations, and therefore the Director’s responsibilities, include the essential
tasks that keep the doors open. Tasks include:
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● tracking incoming and outgoing funds
● managing sta� and volunteers
● executing strategic goals
● building donor relations
● helping the board fulfill their roles
● fundraising
● maintaining mission alignment
● executing and evaluating programs.

These responsibilities should be documented specifically in your job description. It is a good idea to
keep your job description easily accessible. Review it often. Ask yourself if you are fulfilling all the
key expectations.

An Executive Director’s job description expands and morphs whenever a strategic plan is
developed. The plan is a blueprint for your daily, monthly, or quarterly activities. This doesn’t mean
your job description is null and void or that you should stop focusing on operations.

There are a plethora of great books on leadership and very few on nonprofit executive roles and
responsibilities. Executive Directors should commit themselves to regular reading and goal setting.

* If an Executive Director is consistently not meeting the expectations set by the board, the board should
begin investigating why. Are the goals too aggressive? Does the Executive Director have too many
responsibilities? Does the Executive Director have all the necessary resources (financial, software,
personnel...) to achieve the goals? Do areas of weakness need to be addressed through training or by
hiring a support person? If the Board determines the “why” to be a lack of executive skill or
training, the board may need to temporarily move into the Type #2 board style or eventually replace
the Executive Director. If replacement is the answer, the board needs to ask if they are able to
attract an Executive Director of the needed skill level with the o�ered compensation package. If not,
the board again may need to move into the Type #2 board style.


