Every Board’s

MUST-HAVE
DOCUMENTS

Even the most organized, responsible, and amiable board needs to document its activities, internal rules, and processes.
Some of the documentation is legally required while some is simply helpful to have. Some documents should be available to
the public while others must be kept confidential. Some serve as guidelines for decision making while others are part of the
record keeping. For a board that takes its fiduciary role seriously, written rules simply are part of necessary risk management.
Here are the various documents to which your board needs to pay attention.

DOCUMENTS THAT SERVE AS GUIDES FOR BOARD ACTION:
• Legal document that outlines the general purpose and structure of the organization and its intent to operate exclusively with a
nonprofit purpose.
• Filed with the state when the nonprofit is incorporated; need to be refiled if any key issues change.
• Usually follow a form and contain a minimum of detail because they are cumbersome to change.
• Must not contradict state nonprofit incorporation statutes.

ARTICLES OF

INCORPORATION

BYLAWS

• Significant written rules that establish the governance structure of a nonprofit
• Define the duties, authority limits, and principal operating procedures for the board and board members
• Include the highest-level board policies
• Should not contain overly detailed procedures or restrictions as changes must be approved by the
membership or full board
• Should be reviewed for fine-tuning every few years

POLICIES

• Some apply to the organization, such as whistleblower and gift acceptance policies
• The chief executive is responsible for personnel policies and office procedures but the
board should ensure that they exist and are adequate.
• Some supplement the bylaws and guide board practices and oversight
procedures, such as investment, internal controls, and executive
compensation policies
• Some direct staff operations, such as personnel policies.
• Operating guidelines for board and staff

BOARD PROCESSES

• Explain how to implement a policy, e.g., a separate
document that explains step-by-step how to remove a
board member or resolve a conflict.
• Serve as standard operating procedures.

JOB DESCRIPTIONS & CHARTERS

TEXT MAY NOT BE REPRODUCED
WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION.
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• Expectations for individual board
members, officers, committees, task
forces, and the chief executive

AGENDAS

• Guide the board’s official
business meetings

Resource:
The Nonprofit Policy
Sampler

DOCUMENTS THAT
RECORD BOARD
DECISIONS & ACTIVITIES
• Meeting minutes
• IRS Form 990 — All
nonprofits must indicate
whether the board has
approved certain policies
and followed specific
processes when making
governance decisions. The laws
do not require any policies but
no board should be comfortable
reporting that it does not have
conflict-of-interest, whistleblower, or
document-destruction policies.

