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PRINCIPLES OF POLICY BOARD GOVERNANCE 
By Glen Elliott – March, 2018 

  
A. THE NEED - MAXIMIZE HEALTHY GROWTH 
The board governance structure must change with the vision and size of a church or 
organization. If a church or organization doesn’t change and adjust it’s governance 
system, it will limit or inhibit both the growth and health of the church or organization. An 
additional handout has the 4 basic types of functional church decisions structures and 
governance in America today. From here on I’ll refer to the church, but the principles 
apply to all organizations. 
 
What I’ll present here is the best practices used in non-denominational churches that 
want to grow past the 1000 attendance mark. Pantano moved to this in 2006. Almost all 
mega-churches rely on an elder or board model using a policy governance system.  
 
The New Testament teaches that the church is given “oversight” by an elder team with 
mature men of character and the there may be “elders” worthy of double honor (paid 
staff). But beyond that, the New Testament gives amazing freedom in how a church is 
structured. I believe God intended that as he knew the church would require unique 
forms depending on the culture and age.  
 
Below are the basic principles to help create an internal board governance process and 
document that are in addition to the bylaws, but must not be in contradiction to the 
bylaws. This is an internal document to guide the board (or Elders) and Lead Pastor (or 
Senior Pastor or Executive). It is an adaptation of the Carver model of board 
governance. But it is a significant adaptation that is required for the unique aspects of 
the church and Christian organizations. It doesn’t not violate any biblical principles of 
church leadership or elders, but rather enhances and clarifies those roles.  
 
B. OVERVIEW OF POLICY GOVERNANCE: 
Using a football analogy (all analogies fall short in some aspect), policy governance 
looks like this. The congregation are the fans of the team. The owners are the elders or 
designated board. They hire, fire and give general direction to their one employee - the 
general manager/coach. The GM/Coach manages the organization. He creates a team 
system  that includes who and how he hires the players, the program and training 
system, the game philosophy and he develops the plays and calls the plays. He is free 
to do whatever he wants to do to accomplish the vision of the owners which is usually to 
win as long as he follows the rules of the game and league. If the owners don’t like how 
the team is doing or if they are not “winning”, they first instruct the GM/Coach and then 
might have to fire the coach and hire a new one. The fans (church) or players (staff) do 
not have that responsibility. Everything is spelled out in the contact the owners give the 
GM/Coach. 
 

● Fans = the church body (for illustration only, we don’t want church members to 
just be fans!) 
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● Owners = elders or church board 
● General Manager/Coach = Lead or Senior Pastor 
● Team Players = the paid staff and key volunteer leaders 
● Organization and the Team System = these are the “means” which are the 

programs, staff, resources, and systems, etc that the Lead Pastor uses to create 
an effective team to play well. 

● Winning = movement toward the agreed vision and mission of the church 
● Contract = Policy Governance that spells out the job and limitations placed on the 

GM/Coach and the relationship to the elders or board. 
 
C. BASIC PRINCIPLES OF POLICY BOARD GOVERNANCE: 
 
Principle 1.  The board “owns” the church on behalf of the owners or members. The 
board governs on behalf of the church and partners (or members) not seated at the 
table. However, the board should never view itself as a body that is elected to be a 
formal representative of the membership. This is NOT 1) congregational form of 
government (where the church votes on budgets, programs, etc.). Some policy 
governance systems do not even have the church vote for elders and/or Lead Pastor.or 
Or 2) this is not a “bishop” role where the Lead Pastor is not really accountable to 
anyone.  
  
Principle 2. The board speaks with one voice. One voice does not mean there is total 
unanimity on every decision or a lack of diverse thinking and opinions. But when the 
board comes to a decision, all members accept that decision. There must be unity on 
the purpose of the church. No one board member can direct the staff or organization 
apart from the whole board. Each board member will voice their opinions and 
disagreements with the board only and not with other staff, board members or 
interested parties outside the board meeting. Once a decision is made, board members 
fully support the decision. 
  
Principle 3. The board leads primarily through established written policies. That is why 
this system is often called “Policy Governance.” The 4 areas of written policy are: 
 
1. Vision, Ends and Mission. What results are to be achieved, for whom and at what 
cost? This forms the mission of the church and becomes the core of long range 
planning. What difference will the church make? Why do we exist? What are the 
outcomes or results we are seeking? What has God uniquely called this church to 
accomplish? Establishing, clarifying and monitoring the vision and ends are the most 
important tasks of the board. This is big picture thinking and work. 
 
The Vision reveals what the church community will look like as she more faithfully 
answers her mission and purpose. It is a long term distant unique picture of where the 
church is going. Ends define and shape the vision. They are the major pathways or 
critical steps that help us reach or accomplish our vision over time. While it is near 
impossible to measure the vision, a church can measure the ends. The Mission 
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describes the essence of what we do as a church.  
 
The board (or Elders) are responsible for ensuring that the Vision, Ends and Mission are 
in sync with the will of God for the church and that the staff is leading the church 
towards them. Means are the programs, personnel and resources that the Lead Pastor 
and staff use within the Limitations (see next) to fulfill our Vision through the Ends and 
therefore are not a primary concern of the Elders. 
  
Note: Don’t make the mistake of thinking that an “important” issue or a “goal” is 
necessarily an “ends” issue. The board should focus on ends, trusting the Lead Pastor 
to deal with “important” issues and develop goals within the defined policies to reach the 
ends. Think of ends as the larger good sought, for whom and at what cost. 
  
2. Executive Limitations.  The board limits the means. The board gives freedom and 
creativity to the Lead Pastor to lead by establishing boundaries or limitations. The Lead 
Pastor may employ any reasonable “means” or methods to reach the “ends” as long as 
he stays within the limitations. The “means” include the staff, resources, buildings, the 
conduct of the church, the programs, activities and methods it uses to reach the ends. 
The board states to the Lead Pastor what is not acceptable to do without express 
permission granted.  Everything else is in a sense “pre-approved” as long as the intent 
is to reach the ends.  
  
3. Relationship  The board clarifies the manner in which it delegates authority and 
responsibility to their one employee and how it evaluates his performance. The board 
has only one “employee” – the Lead Pastor who should also be considered a fellow 
board member (or elder). The Lead Pastor leads the staff to accomplish the vision, ends 
and mission. The board evaluates the Lead Pastor on two things:  (1) progress toward 
the vision and ends and (2) complying with the limitations policy. As its only employee, 
the board establishes what the Lead Pastor is to produce (responsibilities of the Lead 
Pastor) and how his performance will be evaluated (only by ends, limitations and policy 
compliance). While the performance of the Lead Pastor is important, his integrity is vital.  
 
4. Board Self-Governance.  The board determines how it will govern itself. It determines 
what it is to produce (board responsibilities) and how it will conduct and evaluate itself. 
It will also define the role of the chairman of the board and if, when and how it will use 
committees. 
  
These policies clearly define and separate the responsibilities of the board and the Lead 
Pastor. 
  
Principle 4:  The board commits to define direction and delegate responsibility in 
advance rather than approve staff plans. Approving ideas and plans from the Lead 
Pastor or his staff can cause the board to become immersed in details and trivia and is 
a very ineffective and inefficient way to lead. Or, the board can just feel like it is blindly 
approving the Lead Pastor’s ideas. The Lead Pastor must have flexibility to adapt 
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quickly to changing needs. The board is proactive by setting policies and then the board 
judges the plans if they align with the policies; avoiding approving the details of the plan, 
program or budget. The board defines the criteria that the Lead Pastor operates by. The 
Lead Pastor chooses to communicate ideas, issues and plans clearly for information, 
but without asking for approval for every plan unless the policy requires approval.  
  
Note: There are some “high level” plans that are to be approved by the board. For 
example, the Lead Pastor should develop a long-term strategic plan. The board would 
evaluate how it aligns with the Vision and Ends; not the details of the plan. 
 
Principle 5:  The most important relationship is between the board and the Lead 
Pastor. The board hires, evaluates and fires the Lead Pastor. The board must delegate 
sufficient authority and responsibility to the Lead Pastor to effectively lead the church. 
However, the board cannot dispose of its responsibility and authority as trustees. It must 
monitor progress toward the ends and insure the Lead Pastor operates within the 
limitations. Trust is essential for this relationship to work and for the church to benefit.  
 
Note: The Lead Pastor must see the board as his ally and at times use the board for 
wise counsel. There are times when the Lead Pastor will make it clear on the agenda 
that he wants input on an idea or decision, but he is not seeking approval (unless the 
action or decision falls outside of the limitations, then he must get approval).  
  
B. REVIEW AND SUMMARY OF BASIC PRINCIPLES: 
 
1. The Board speaks with one voice 
2. The Board leads by clarifying policy (written guidelines) 
3. The Board defines and delegates rather than reacts and approves 
4. The Board is a think tank for vision 
5. The Board self-governs – defines and enforces what is expected of members 
6. The Board has one employee – the Lead Pastor 
7. The Board measures progress toward vision (monitoring appropriate metrics) 
8. The Board leads by setting limitations and boundaries and not prescribing or telling 

the Lead Pastor what to do 
9. The Board document is developed in layers (or think in terms of smaller bowls inside 

larger bowls). All “job products” are defined in both “role” and “products.”  
 
C. HOW TO DEVELOP A POLICY GOVERNANCE BOARD OR ELDERSHIP: 
  
1. Understand and come to agreement on a model of governance. Take the time 

necessary to accomplish this understanding. The following will guide you through 
policy governance development. See the document: Guidelines For Developing A 
Written Policy Document. 

 
2. The board approves the process of adopting a governance model. Determine if a 

consultant (free or paid) will be used to help facilitate this process or identify an 
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internal leader who will guide the process. It is highly recommended to use an 
objective outside consultant with policy governance experience. 

  
3. Begin developing the policies in this order (1) Executive limitations, (2) Board 

self-governance, (3) Relationship between the board and Lead Pastor and finally 4) 
Vision, Ends and Mission (see next). In each area, start with the broadest policies 
first and then address smaller details in each section (layers). 

  
4. Develop VISION, ENDS and optional MISSION last!  Develop a first draft and live 

with it for a while. Take the time to prayerfully do this well. This is the most important 
function of the board. It is the hardest to develop.  

 
5. Set a yearly board agenda and include a yearly review of the governance policies 

and ends. 
 
D. RESOURCES FOR ELDERS AND POLICY GOVERNANCE: 
 
1) John Kaiser’s book, Winning on Purpose: How to Organize Congregations to 
Succeed in Their Mission.  
 
Kaiser calls this approach “the Accountable Leadership” strategy (p. 43). Within this 
ministry-modified model, boards develop policies—or, as Kaiser calls them, “guiding 
principles”—that address three key issues: (1) defining responsibility (comparable to 
vision/ends policies); (2) delegating authority (comparable to limitations policies); and 
(3) determining accountability (comparable to some board process policies and to 
relationship policies). 
 
2) Richard Swartley, Eldership in Action: Through Biblical Governance of the Church 
(Dubuque: ECS Ministries, 2005). 
 
3) Rick Thompson, E3: Effective, Empowering Elders (St. Charles: ChurchSmart 
Resources, 2006). 
 
4) John Carver, Boards That Make A Difference: A New Design for Leadership in 
Nonprofit and Public Organizations. John Carver is the “godfather” of policy 
governance. His website contains great information at: 
http://www.carvergovernance.com/ 
 
5) Ted Hull, Focusing Your Church Board - Using The Carver Policy Governance Model 
(Winnepeg: Word Alive Press, 2015). 
  

http://www.carvergovernance.com/

