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REINING N THOSE

“Maverick”
Trustees

Trustees whose special interests, personal needs,
or disruptive behaviors derail collaboration
can thwart efforts to create
effective boards.

AXIMIZING BOARD PERFORMANCE has never been

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.

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. | don’t wish
to stereotype, but my experience working with
higher education boards has led me to identify
five basic types of mavericks:

00 The Micromanager. Micromanagers blur the
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lines between management and governance
by failing to keep their focus and comments at
meetings at a policy level. When this happens,
other members often lose interest or disengage,
and the board loses valuable input and discus-
sion time. Micromanagers also tend to make
frequent phone calls to board officers and staff
to request details about particular issues, or they
may call for special meetings. Some even drop
in on employees to ask for reports or confer
with them about board matters. Because staff
members usually want to maintain positive
relationships with board members, they end up
enabling this inappropriate behavior.

00 The Know It All. Passionate about mat-
ters related to their areas of technical exper-
tise, Know It Alls consistently advocate for one
“right” solution without actively listening to
options. They tend to focus on the technical
aspects of an issue and take up valuable time
drilling down to a tactical level to demonstrate
their expertise, diverting the board’s attention
from fully exploring alternative policies.

00 The Missing in Action. Some mavericks
do not prepare for board meetings and then
prompt resentment by asking basic questions
already answered in materials provided before-
hand. Others miss meetings, leave early, or
arrive late and then ask the chair to review what
they missed. Another type of Missing-in-Action
board member feels uncomfortable speaking up
in group settings. MIAs may be reticent to sug-
gest items for discussion and then either leave
the meeting unsatisfied or try later to insert
their views through informal channels.

00 The Special-Interest Flag-Bearer. These folks
often have unfulfilled personal visions that may
relate to athletics, diversity, status, or need for
attention. Others feel compelled to advance
their own professional or personal interests.
Their strengths may include being powerful
speakers, having strong command of the issues,
or enjoying grass-roots support in their commu-
nities or with special-interest groups.

These mavericks may hold their ground even
after the board has made a decision, or they may
attempt to persuade colleagues to vote a certain
way before the issues are fully vetted. Some go
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