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more critical than it is in today’s environment of 
rising expectations for governance and demands 
for greater accountability. 

Hence one of the most complex and time-
consuming tasks for board chairs and campus 
leaders is managing relationships with board 
members who see their trusteeships as a means 
to advance their own professional, political, or 
personal agendas. This phenomenon largely 
plays out on the stage of public higher educa-
tion, though a different breed of “maverick” 
trustee sometimes confronts boards of private 
institutions. 

Boards simply cannot afford to be distracted 
by members whose special interests, personal 
needs, or disruptive behaviors derail effective 
collaboration and prevent decisive action.

The troublesome conduct of maverick board 
members is not a tendency to be tolerated as a 
matter of “personality” or “style.” Such behav-
ior divides the group, drains its energy, wastes 
valuable time, and may lead to unwanted com-
promises in decision making. A board code of 
conduct is a must for heading off maverick 
behavior, preferably before it gets serious.  

REINING IN THOSE

Trustees whose special interests, personal needs, 
or disruptive behaviors derail collaboration  

can thwart efforts to create 
effective boards.
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MAXIMIZING BOARD PERFORMANCE has never been However, even institutions with meticu-
lous and well-publicized codes are sometimes 
plagued by the distracting behavior of some 
board members. “It is one of the most serious 
governance problems we face today,” says Molly 
Broad, president emerita of the University of 
North Carolina. “The magic in university gov-
ernance is creating a board composed of strong 
individuals with connections to the political 
leaders and the university’s constituencies, and 
who also bring expertise about complex organi-
zations,” she says. “But these individuals must 
be willing to set aside their special interests to 
operate as members of a body corporate.”

The Five Types. Getting persistent mavericks on 
track is challenging and time-consuming. But 
once board leaders understand the motivations 
of the various types of mavericks commonly 
found on boards, they can tactfully implement 
common-sense strategies to guide them toward 
productive governance behavior. I don’t wish 
to stereotype, but my experience working with 
higher education boards has led me to identify 
five basic types of mavericks:

The Micromanager. Micromanagers blur the 
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