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Chairs of board nominating commit-
tees have been known to express frus-
tration when they put out the annual
call to other board members to suggest
names of new people to serve on the
board. It’s no wonder when meeting af-
ter meeting they remind their fellow
trustees to suggest candidates and ei-
ther get “the usual suspects” or even
worse, little to no response. 

e plot thickens, say trustees and
governance support staff, when the
board looks to diversify its membership
by bringing up-and-coming commu-
nity leaders to the board table. ese of-
ten younger candidates may decline to
serve because they are too busy main-
taining a career, raising a family or fo-
cusing on other interests and obliga-
tions. 

Recent governance research con-
ducted by the American Hospital Asso-
ciation’s Health Research & Educa-
tional Trust and Center for Healthcare
Governance seems to support these
observations. Data from the 2011 sur-
vey suggest that hospital boards are get-
ting older: fewer board members were

age 50 or younger in 2009 (24 percent)
than in 2005 (29 percent) and more
were age 51 to 70 — 67 percent in 2009
versus 62 percent in 2005.

Using an informal, “who do you
know” recruitment process may ex-
plain the difficulty some boards expe-
rience in bringing new blood into the
board room. However, others have in-
creased their chances of success by be-
coming more deliberate and systematic
in recruiting new trustees. ese boards
seek not just viable candidates, but in-
dividuals who would be the best fit for
board service. 

During the search process, boards are
providing trustee job descriptions that
outline roles, responsibilities and ex-
pectations of board service to ensure
candidates are fully aware of the com-
mitment before they agree to join the
board. Boards also are looking for indi-
viduals with more than the time, en-
ergy, support for the organization’s mis-
sion and personal integrity to serve.
ey are seeking people with specific
knowledge and skills to address orga-
nizational needs. Astute board nomi-

nating or governance committees typ-
ically compare a current board profile
displaying members’ professional back-
grounds and personal characteristics,
such as age, gender and geographic ori-
gin, with the hospital’s strategic priori-
ties. ey then aim to close gaps by
identifying people with specialized
knowledge and skills on which the
board can draw to tackle such critical
issues as improving quality and safety
performance, engaging physicians bet-
ter or determining whether to partner
with other providers to expand access
to care. 

While these approaches can bring
new expertise and perspective into the
boardroom they don’t guarantee that
the individuals who possess them will
leverage their skills and experience in
ways that most benefit the board and
the organization.

Death and taxes aside, life doesn’t in-
clude many guarantees. However, there
are ways to improve the odds of achiev-
ing success. When it comes to recruit-
ing new members, boards are improv-
ing their chances of finding the best
candidates by digging deeper to assess
an array of behavioral-based compe-

Bringing new members onto the board has its chal-
lenges. In small or rural communities, the pool of po-
tential trustees is often limited, with desirable candi-

dates already serving on multiple boards. Even in bigger ur-
ban areas, it sometimes seems the same people rotate on and
off the boards of larger community organizations — the Ro-
tary Club, the chamber of commerce, the hospital. 
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tencies that provide insight into how a
potential board member actually will
participate in the process of governing.

Questions for Discussion
1. Has our board found it difficult to

identify new board member candi-
dates? If so, why is this occurring?
2.What is our board’s current process

for recruiting and selecting new mem-
bers?
3. When was the last time we criti-

cally examined our process for bringing
new trustees onto the board?
4.What have we done to improve our

process and our chances for attracting
the best candidates for board service?
5. Are we, as a board, willing to try a

new approach?

IDENTIFY AND ASSESS
COMPETENCIES

e Blue Ribbon Panel on Trustee Core
Competencies’ 2009 report defined
competencies as “the combination of
knowledge, skills, personal character-
istics and individual and social behav-
iors needed to effectively perform a
job.” With funding from Hospira Inc.,
the panel, and a working group that de-
veloped tools and resources to apply
competencies to governance practices,
identified three knowledge and skills
competencies and 15 personal capabil-

ity competencies that hospital and
health system board members should
possess to govern effectively (see
Trustee Core Competencies, page 20). 

e panel defined each competency
and described a number of behaviors
that individuals possessing that com-
petency would be able to demonstrate.
e working group then developed
tools, such as a competency-based in-
terview guide, job description and re-
cruitment process guideline, to help
boards apply competencies to trustee
recruitment and selection and other

board processes. (For more informa-
tion on these tools and others that ap-
ply competencies to board orientation
and mentoring, trustee performance
assessment and board leadership de-
velopment and succession planning,
visit www.americangovernance.com.) 

e tools were designed so that
boards could begin applying compe-
tencies to any of the governance prac-
tices listed. is approach reflected four
principles that guided the efforts of the
working group to develop tools that
would:

• support the board as a team;
• function as an integrated suite of re-

sources;
• be pragmatic and simple to use;
• encompass both formal education

and peer-to-peer development.

COMPETENCY-BASED
TRUSTEE SELECTION

After gaining some preliminary experi-
ence using a competency-based ap-
proach to mentoring, the board of
Sierra Vista (Ariz.) Regional Health
Center incorporated competency as-
sessment into their board member re-
cruitment activities.

“Our board has viewed applying
competencies to our governance prac-
tices as an evolving process,” says
Joanna Michelich, chair of the Sierra

Vista board’s governance committee.
“As we matured in our governance
practices, we felt ready to go to the next
level. We knew that trustee core com-
petencies were related to better board
performance and that a better board
can positively affect the organization’s
performance as well.”

At the end of 2011, the governance
committee began to prepare to use
competencies in the trustee selection
process, scheduled to occur in March
and April 2012. e committee con-
ducted an informal review of each ex-

isting board member to assess
strengths and weaknesses and to iden-
tify areas where competencies could be
reinforced or added to the board. 

“e committee members struggled
a little with the competency review of
our current board members,” Michelich
says. “We had to zero in on which com-
petencies we really needed to focus on,
and we worked hard not to overthink
the assessment of any single board
member, but to concentrate on what
competencies we needed the board as
a whole to reflect.”

is gap analysis led the board to fo-
cus on four competencies during the
upcoming round of candidate inter-
views:

• impact and influence
• innovative thinking
• organizational awareness
• strategic orientation.
Using the trustee recruitment inter-

view tool developed by the Blue Ribbon
Panel working group as a guide, the
governance committee developed
questions that focused on these four
competencies and added them to their
existing set of interview questions (see
Trustee Applicant Interview Questions,
page 19). 

e governance committee and ad-
ditional board members used the ques-
tions in a group setting to interview
each candidate. Candidates were given
the questions in advance. e commit-
tee expected that using the competen-
cies would help interviewers gain a bet-
ter understanding of each potential
board member and be more discrimi-
nating in deciding whom to recom-
mend for board service. 

After the interviews were completed,
interviewers and candidates provided
feedback about the overall process and
whether the competencies added value
to it. Interviewers responded to the fol-
lowing questions:

• How, if at all, did adding the com-
petency-focused interview questions
change the interview give-and-take?

• What did you learn about each can-
didate’s competencies through these
questions that helped you determine if
he or she was a good fit for the board?

• Did you think the competency-

‘We knew that trustee core competencies
were related to better board performance and

that a better board can positively affect 
the organization’s performance.’



Trustee  JULY/AUGUST 2012  3

focused aspect of the interview process
helped you identify strengths that
would complement existing competen-
cies or strengthen competencies that
currently exist on the board?

• As a result of seeking feed-
back on specific competency
areas, did you get a deeper in-
sight into the candidates and,
perhaps, get to know them better
than if you had not pursued this feed-
back?

• Based on the candidate’s back-
ground and interview, what strengths
do you believe he or she would bring
to the board of trustees? Weaknesses?
Do you have any concerns about the
individual’s candidacy as a trustee?

• Any other comments?
Here’s what interviewers had to say:
“e competency-focused questions

gave us an opportunity to hear concrete
examples of situations the candidates
had been part of where they had to ex-
hibit the competencies. … I believe the
candidates were able to give more
thoughtful answers than past inter-
views where the questions were less
specific. ey also gave the candidates
an opportunity to explore how they
might relate their personal experiences
to the hospital board and hospital is-
sues.”

“e depth of information gleaned
about this candidate far exceeded in-
formation we previously received with-
out such questions. We learned how
she processes information; utilizes
team members in consultation, collab-
oration and decision-making; her ap-
proach to problem-solving; her under-
standing of both formal and informal
power within an organization; her em-
phasis on ‘doing her homework’ on is-
sues; her focus on strategic planning for
an organization; how she networks with
others within and outside an organiza-
tion; how she utilizes failure as ‘lessons
learned’ for future problem-solving;
and how she engages others (‘friends
and foes’) in strategizing and decision-
making. ese four questions provided
insight into how the candidate would
approach her position on the board.”

“(e candidate) will provide a pro-
fessional persona when representing

the board or the hospital. e level of
experience she has had working with
complex issues and various levels of
management will provide an added ca-
pability to the board. She appeared to
be able to deal with controversial issues
in a nonconfrontational manner aimed
at solving problems and bringing all
participants along.”

“(e candidate’s) responses dem -
onstrated the following: critical thinking
and analytical skills; dedication and
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Trustee Applicant Interview Questions
1. Why are you interested in becoming a member of the board of trustees for

the Sierra Vista Regional Health Center?
2. How do you view the role of a hospital trustee in the political
advocacy process?

3. In your perspective, what are some of the challenges facing
rural hospitals such as Sierra Vista?
4. In your perspective, what are the obligations a hospital

such as ours has to the community in addition to providing qual-
ity health care?

5. In terms of your personal skills and attributes, what do you feel you
will be bringing to a trusteeship with Sierra Vista Regional Health Center?

6. As you would imagine, there are issues discussed by the board in
which confidentiality is paramount. Do you envision having any per-
sonal or professional conflict with maintaining confidentiality relative to

board discussions?
7. Serving on the hospital board is a fairly time-intensive commitment.

Trustees generally attend one evening meeting and two noontime meetings
each month. Our policies require that we attend at least 80 percent of all meet-
ings. Do you have any time constraints that might interfere with your fulfilling this
requirement?
8. Think of a situation where you were working to persuade, convince or influ-

ence others to support a point of view, position or recommendation. What actions
did you take to persuade or influence others?*
9. Think of a situation or situations in which you were involved in reinventing or

establishing a new program, product or service in your professional life or as a
governing board member. How did you help make complex ideas or situations
clearer or more understandable?*
10. Think of a situation where, in order to accomplish a task or goal, you needed

to understand how decisions were made and influenced and the power relation-
ships that existed in an organization or industry. Feel free to reflect on experiences
you have had professionally or as a member of a board or other group. Describe
how you came to understand these decision-making and power structures and
relationships.*
11. Think of a situation you encountered in your work or as a board member

where you had to think strategically and consider the business, demographic, po-
litical, cultural and other implications of decisions to ensure long-term success for
an organization or undertaking. In what ways did you help the organization align
its work and resources with the strategy?*
12. Are there any questions you would like to ask us?

* Indicates competency-focused question
Source: Sierra Vista Regional Health Center, 2012

diligence; attention to detail and her
surroundings; understanding of both
formal and informal power structures;
the value of clarity in written and oral
communication; the sociology of com-
plex formal organizations; an ability to
chunk information to obtain a purpose
or goal; the benefits of diversity of per-
spective within a group; and a dedica-
tion to the superordinate goals of an or-
ganization.”

“I learned of the really broad back-



ground of this candidate. She provided
examples for each of the questions
asked. is ensured that she would be
a good fit for the board.” 

“I think the competency-based ap-
proach raised the level of trustee selec-
tion and illustrated aspects heretofore
undiscoverable. Also, I think her prepa-
ration for the questions validated the
wisdom of providing the questions in
advance … it illustrated her willingness
to research issues as she will have to do
as a trustee.”

“I was skeptical that these questions
would add value to the interview. I
changed my opinion. Both candidates
gave us much more information than
we would have gotten by just asking our
standard questions. e questions defi-
nitely helped us identify strengths we
needed on the board.”

“I consider [her] to be a strong candi-
date and potential future leader of this
board.”

“Her responses demonstrated her
style in working with the formal struc-
ture of an organization to solve prob-
lems and to develop the organization.
Specifically, she demonstrated that she
utilizes the following skills: proactive
presentation of new ideas for group
consideration; listening and reflection
skills; a team approach to problem-
solving; ability to deal with diversity
and differences; ability to handle con-
flict at a practical level; the importance
of understanding the culture of the or-
ganization; the ability to interpret the
culture in problem-solving; recognition
and respect for differences between
and among individuals and how they
process information; and the benefits
of developing and communicating a
clear mission, vision, goals and values
to guide an organization. She also
demonstrated a clear passion for the lo-
cal community and ability to work with
others outside her organization toward
‘the common/greater good.’” 

“I learned a bit about [the candi-
date’s] style in processing information
and making decisions; the importance
she places on working together as a
team; the value she places on fact-find-
ing, analysis and reflection; and her re-
spect for individual differences as gifts

to be used for the common good. In
particular, I think her responses
demonstrated she possesses effective
skills in the areas of impact and influ-
ence as well as organizational aware-
ness.”

“e four [competency] areas were
our ‘weak’ areas. ese chosen ques-
tions helped us because the candidate
had to explain what she did in certain
situations. We were able to learn specif-
ically how the candidate dealt with cer-
tain challenges. is definitely ex-
panded our idea of whether the candi-
date would fit well.” 

“is candidate demonstrated her
strengths in the areas stated in the
questions. Her answers satisfied us that
she was open to hearing all sides of an
issue, and that she had values that we
value, including commitment to the
community and desire to strengthen
the community together. She demon-
strated strength in each of the four ar-
eas of our competency questions. I
have no concern about this candidate
as a potential board member.” 

When asked for their reactions to the
interview process, the candidates said:

“All of the questions were good ones
… the last questions were thoughtful
and necessary. … I sensed easily the in-
terest and energy and gifts you each
bring to this position.”

“… in my previous career I was trying
to get my staff away from asking ‘tacti-
cal’ questions about skills during inter-

views to more competency-based
questions. It is really important to

focus on these types of capabili-
ties for long-term success of an
organization.”

CONCLUSION
Assessing specific trustee compe-

tencies has added value to the
process of selecting new trustees for
the Sierra Vista board, which plans
to evaluate how competencies

might be used in additional board prac-
tices. It also has changed the way some
board members view their trustee col-
leagues.

“Being aware of other board mem-
bers and their competencies has be-
come part of how we view each other
and our work,” says Ron Wagner, a
Sierra Vista board member. “For exam-
ple, in the future we will be losing one
of our current board members who is
planning to move back East. She is our
‘information seeker’ who could always
be counted on to ask questions. e
next time we look for new board mem-
bers we will need to look for an infor-
mation seeker to replace her.”

“I think the candidates’ responses
validated the importance of the com-
petency-based approach,” says Lanny
Kope, Sierra Vista’s board chair. “e
Greeks called it ethos, pathos, logos.
One interviewer focused on this when
he said he would have recommended
one of the candidates anyway. is
would have been based on ethos, that
is, his feeling about the candidate. But
the competency-based questions fo-
cused on the logos of the decision. In
essence we not only made a decision,
we made an informed decision.” T

Mary K. Totten (megacom1@aol.com) is a
governance consultant and content develop-
ment director for the AHA Center for Health-
care Governance, Chicago.

Trustee Core 
Competencies
Knowledge and Skills
Health care delivery and performance
Business and finance
Human resources

Personal Capabilities
Accountability
Achievement orientation
Change leadership
Collaboration
Community orientation
Impact and influence
Information-seeking
Innovative thinking
Complexity management
Organizational awareness
Professionalism
Relationship-building
Strategic orientation
Talent development
Team leadership

Source: Competency-Based Governance: A Foundation for Board and 
Organizational Effectiveness, Center for Healthcare Governance, 2009 
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