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Joining a board can feel daunting, 
especially if it’s a relatively new 
experience for you.  Many new board 
members report feeling disoriented 
by the first few meetings they attend 
– when they don’t yet fully grasp the
group’s dynamics, context, and current
realities.  Even if the board you’ve
just joined has provided you with an
orientation program, you might still not
feel prepared to “dive in” at the first few
meetings you attend.  However, there are
a few things you should have on your
“to do” list as you prep for your first
board meeting that can help position
you to begin adding value early in your
board tenure.

Understand the group’s  
expectations and operations
First, get a clear view of how the 
board works, and of the expectations 
the company and board have of 
you. Plan to meet with the Board Chair, 
CEO, Governance Chair, and/or other 
leadership prior to the first meeting 
for a frank conversation about your 
specific role and responsibilities.  For 
example, what committees will you 
serve on (if any)? How many meetings, 
social events, training events, and other 
engagements will you be expected to 
attend throughout the year? What 

specific skill sets, affiliations, connections, 
or expertise do they want you to bring 
to the board? If possible, work with 
the board’s leadership to codify these 
expectations in a “commitment” letter 
(or other document) that articulates 
the expectations on both sides.  This 
clarity can help you build confidence, 
and gives both parties something to 
reference when evaluating your annual 
performance as a director.  

Likewise, learn how the board 
operates.  For example, how does the 
board conduct meetings – are they 
always face-to-face, or are members 
allowed to participate remotely? Do 
the meetings follow Robert’s Rules of 
Order, or are they more informal? What 
are the board’s norms regarding how 
board meeting materials are prepared 
and distributed? Does the group use any 
particular board management software 
(such as a board portal) to facilitate 
communications?  Assuming the company 
is using a board portal, request access as 
soon as possible and begin reviewing the 
core business documents – including the 
bylaws, articles of incorporation, strategic 
plan, past meeting minutes, committee 
charters, board policies (especially 
Conflicts of Interest and Confidentiality), 
board member bios, D&O insurance, 
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key security and compliance guidelines, 
etc. – along with current financials, 
performance metrics, risk profile, and any 
current legal actions. In addition, set up 
an orientation session about the system 
— basic instructions on how to download 
documents, take notes, and interact 
securely with other directors.

Learn about the company and its context
It’s important to get up to speed on 
the company, the industry, and the key 
challenges and opportunities facing 
both. Most companies provide at least 
some of this insight during initial director 
orientation, and it can also be valuable 
to set up meetings with key company 
leaders – as well as key front-line staff 
– throughout the company.  These
meetings can be quick “hallway chats,”
or more formal. The purpose is for you
to learn about the business – what’s
currently happening, what has led to the
current realities, where the opportunities
lie, what risks are inherent in the
business, and how can those risks be
mitigated and managed. Ask for industry
reports and news about the company
(both positive and negative), and read up

on any legal or regulatory requirements 
that apply to your organization.

Get to know the other board members
Familiarize yourself with the rest of the 
board so you know the folks around the 
table. The better you get to know your 
new colleagues, the faster you will be 
able to work together as a cohesive team 
and make decisions together based on 
mutual respect and trust. Start by finding 
a profile for each board member in the 
board portal; also understand who serves 
on each committee, and get a sense for 
each director’s interests and expertise. If 
possible, ask to have a current or 
former director serve as your “buddy” or 
“mentor” for your first year – someone 
who can help provide background, 
history, and context as you get your feet 
wet in your new role.

Prepare for your first meeting
Armed with an understanding of how 
the board conducts business, background 
on the company and the industry, and 
knowing more about the other folks on 
the board, you’re ready to do the prep 
that you’ll do for any board meeting: 
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reviewing the board materials and 
preparing questions, concerns, and 
discussion topics to raise at the meeting.  

At this point, you’ll already have a clear 
sense of where to get board materials. 
Usually, if your organization is using 
a board portal, you’ll be able to get 
a version of the documents well in 
advance (even if they’re not yet 100% 
complete). This should give you plenty 
of time to start reviewing the materials, 
annotating them, and even starting 
dialogues with other board members 
before the meeting. As you attend more 
meetings and find your footing, you 
will find that meeting prep becomes 
easier and less time-consuming. Bottom 
line, investing time in becoming a 
good “student” of the business early on 
helps you gain ease and confidence in 
performing your director role.
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