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Program 
approach

Session 1: Welcome to the board table

Session 2: Reading the play

Session 3: Culture, conduct and contribution

How will you stay connected?



Today’s session

• Constitution, strategic plan and other key organisational documents

• Board paperwork you need to know

• Understanding financial reports

• Understanding risk and compliance

• Asking the right questions



What’s in the constitution? How can it help us?

1. Purpose and objects

2. Membership

3. Meetings

4. The board/committee

5. Powers and duties

6. Conflicts of interest

7. Finance and records

8. Dispute resolution

9. Changes to the constitution

10. Winding up or dissolution



What is the role of 

the strategic plan?
Strategic plan 

Outlines the high-level: why and how

Operations plan 

Outlines the fine detail: what, who and 

when 

Budget 

Estimates the income and 

expenses of activities 

Engagement planFunding plan 
Communication / 

marketing plan

• High level

• Medium to long term

• Future-focused

• Aspirational and linked to purpose

• Focus on priorities

• Realistic with achievable objectives



Components of a strategic plan

Vision: What is your organisation’s view of the “ideal future”?

Purpose (or mission): What is your organisation’s role in creating that future? 

Goals (or aims/pillars): What are the main themes you will focus on?

Objectives: What steps will you take to achieve your goals?

Values: What are your core beliefs and behavioural expectations?







Moving in the same direction

When considering a new idea or activity, consider:

• How is it connected to our strategy?

• Which pillar/theme of our strategy does it fulfil?

• Why do it now?

• Why us (why should we do it and not someone else)?

• Who is going to drive it forward?

• Who else is doing it already?

• Are they open to partnering with us?

• Low cost, no cost, large cost?

• How long will it take?

• What will it be competing with in terms of time (what 
else are we doing right now?)



The agenda

• Information about the meeting including: 

• Items for decision 

• Items for discussion

• Items (or reports) for noting  

• Ideally shared one week in advance of the 

meeting 

• Usually created by the Chair, Secretary 

and CEO

• Used as a basis for the minutes 

• Includes briefing papers / background 

information for relevant items

Agenda

Briefing Papers 

Reports / Quotes

For Decision

For Discussion

For Info

Minutes

Actions

Decision and 

Action 

Register



Briefing papers

1. Background

2. What is the issue we are trying to decide?

3. Is this timeframe dependent?

4. What are the options available (including no decision)?

5. What are the benefits and costs of each option? 

6. Does it support our mission?

7. How do we get information (data) to assist us in the decision?

8. Who have we consulted?

9. What are the criteria to decide? (financial, planned, social, 
cultural) 

10. What are the risks and how do we mitigate them ? (financial, 
operation, reputation, stakeholder

11. Has plan been budgeted?

12. What are the social benefits to our organisation/members

13. What are the cultural benefits to our organisation and 
members?

14. Who wins/loses/is impacted by this decision?

15. How and who will communicate this decision to stakeholders?

16. How will we review/measure success of the decision?



The minutes

• Legal obligation to record specific aspects of the 
meeting 

• May or may not record:

• Discussion points 

• Number and/or name of votes 

• Additional details to provide context 

• You may request specific comments, such as dissent, 
to be recorded in the minutes

• Should not record the meeting verbatim

• Must be shared with all members of the board *

• Must be confirmed at the next board meeting for 
accuracy

*With some exceptions, such as minutes 

recording an in camera discussion  



Decision-making scenario
Your organisation is a not-for-profit that runs community health and 

wellbeing programs. The constitution states that the organisation’s 

purpose is to “improve health outcomes and reduce social isolation in 

the local community, particularly among older people.”

A corporate philanthropic organisation has offered your organisation a 

$250,000 grant over three years to deliver a new youth mental health 

program. The grant is substantial and could employ two new staff 

members. 

However, the program would focus on young people aged 12–18, not 

older people. Your organisation has never worked directly with youth 

before.

Your strategic plan has three key priorities:

• Expand outreach to isolated seniors.

• Strengthen partnerships with aged care providers.

• Improve financial sustainability through new income sources.

• What questions would you ask before 

making a decision?

• Does the constitution allow you to 

take on this program?

• If the constitution is restrictive, what 

are your options? (e.g. decline the 

grant, amend the constitution, partner 

with another group)

• How does the strategic plan guide 

your decision here?

• What risks could arise if the board 

accepts the grant without checking 

these documents?

For discussion:



Break!



What should I know before 
making a decision?

The board acts as one legal entity 

Individually and collectively, you are responsible 
for the decisions you make

Ask questions … and ensure you’re satisfied 
with the response 

Trust but validate 



Understanding 
the finances

It’s not just about the numbers, it’s 
about understanding the story 

they’re telling

Key questions to consider:

1. Do we know enough about our operations 

to understand how decisions and/or 

changes will impact our financial position 

and annual budget? 

2. Do recent bank statements match the 

information provided in finance reports? 

3. Are there appropriate approval processes 

and delegations of authority in place? 

4. Are we getting the appropriate information 

(substance, level of detail, regularity, 

presentation, relevance?) 

5. Does everyone feel satisfied they can make 

an informed decision? 



What is financial governance?

Financial governance is all about how you organise, monitor 
and understand the organsation’s finances

The aim of financial management is to ensure your 
organisation:

• Can meet all of its financial obligations

• Is prudent and has processes to protect against 
fraud

• Complies with all relevant legislation

• Is professionally managed and directed



Key financial documents 

Statement of cash flows

Income statement/profit and 
loss/budget vs actuals

Balance sheet

Budget 

• Budget

• Balance sheet (aka statement of 

financial position)

• Profit and loss statement (aka income 

statement, statement of financial 

performance; when compared to the 

budget, ‘budget vs actuals’)

• Statement of cash flow



Budgeting is the process of planning your 
organisation’s finances. A budget reflects 
all the activities you plan to undertake in 
over the next 12 months, expressed in 
terms of money.

The board must approve the budget 
annually, before the new financial year 
begins. Approval / adoption of the budget 
must be minuted. 

The board must have a good 
understanding of the organisation’s 
operations to properly review and/or 
prepare the budget and ensure it is fit for 
purpose. 

Budget

Definition: An estimate of future income and planned expenses for a period of time (usually a year)



Balance sheet
A snapshot of a point in time, also known as a statement of 

financial position

Assets

(what we own)

Liabilities

(what we owe)

Current

Non-current

TOTAL

Current

Non-current

TOTAL

= Net position

Warning signs:

• You don’t know where the organisation’s money is 
coming from

• The organisation has taken on more debt than 
expected

• The overall value of the organisation is shrinking

• The organisation owes more in the short term than it 
has available in cash or current assets

• The organisation’s liabilities are greater than its 
assets

• The organisation has lots of unpaid bills and/or debt

How do you 

validate this? 

‘Retained earnings’ are 

profits rolled over from 

previous years

‘Current year earnings’ 

reflect the profit/loss for 

the current year at this 

point in time 



Profit and loss statement

Definition: A retrospective look at where cash has come from and gone to over 

a set period. When compared with the budget, it is called budget vs actuals

Warning signs: 

• Revenue has dropped 

compared to previous years.

• Income includes unusual “one-

off” amounts without clear 

explanation.

• Spending has increased but 

income has not.

• Costs are higher than in 

previous years without a clear 

reason.

• There are unusual or 

unexpected large expenses.

• Financial reports don’t clearly 

show where income or 

expenses come from.



ASSETS Everything the organisation owns: cash, inventory and vehicles

CURRENT ASSETS What the organisation owns that is expected to be turned into cash within a year

Cash at Bank Cash held in bank accounts

Funds on Hand Cash held in petty cash and non-bank sources

Debtors Invoices issued for amounts owing to your organisation (aka Accounts Receivable) 

Stock Goods held by your organisation, awaiting sale (aka Inventory) 

Prepaid expenses Items the organisation has paid for but not yet gained the full use of (although they will do so within 

the next 12 months). Includes items such as rent and insurance. 

NON-CURRENT 

ASSETS

What the organisation owns that is not a current asset, such as assets that cannot be 

easily converted into cash. 

Investment Funds All investments held with a maturity greater than one year (eg: term deposits)

Land & Buildings All land and buildings that are owned in the organisation’s name

Office Equipment All office equipment, such as furniture and computers (valued at original purchase cost)

Depreciation All non-current assets decline in usefulness as they age. Depreciation is a non-cash item that 

systematically spreads the cost of each asset (except land) over its useful life. 



LIABILITIES Everything the organisation owes: loans and creditor invoices.

CURRENT LIABILITIES What the organisation owes that is expected to be paid back within a year

Short-Term Debt The  amounts owing on overdrafts and credit cards.

Current portion of 

Long-Term Debt 

The amount owing within the next 12 months on any long-term loans held in the 

organisation’s name.

Creditors Amounts owed that the organisation has been invoiced for but has yet to pay (aka Accounts 

Payable).

Employee entitlements Items the organisation has gained full use of but not yet paid for (although they will need to 

do so within the next 12 months). eg: salaries, leave loading and taxes.

Unearned revenue Payment for a good/service that hasn’t been delivered yet

NON-CURRENT LIABILITIES What the organisation owes that is not a current liability, that is due to be repaid in more 

than a year.  

Long-Term Debt Total of all loans owed by the organisation with a maturity of greater than one year.

Employee entitlements With a longer than 12month timeframe eg. Provision for long service leave



Cash flow statement

Definition: 

A retrospective look at where cash has come from 

and gone to over a set period

Warning signs:

• The organisation may not have enough cash to 

cover current or future debts.

• Cash flow is unstable or unpredictable over 

time.

• There are big swings in cash flow without a 

clear explanation.





How do I monitor the finances?

Before each meeting, you should get (and 

review):

• A balance sheet  

• A profit and loss statement

• A comparison of budget versus actual 

• Cashflow statement 

• A forecast to the end of the financial year

• Commentary on variances and any 

assumptions 

• Current bank account balances

Trust but verify – have you checked 

the bank balances directly? Do the 

numbers line up with the reports? 

• Are we generating enough income to cover 
our expenses and the work we need to do? 

• If we’re losing money, do we have the 
reserves to cover it?

• How much does it cost to progress our 
objectives and mission? 

• Is our budget sustainable? Are we including 
enough costs for administration, evaluation, 
planning? 

• Can we pay our debts? Over what period?

• How sustainable is our income? 

Building on the information in these 

documents, consider the following 

key questions:



Risk management begins with five basic questions:

1. What can go wrong?

2. How likely is it to go wrong?

3. What will be the consequences if it goes wrong?

4. What will we do to prevent or minimise it?

5. What will we do if it happens?



Analysing risks

For each risk, assess:

• Probability: What is the likelihood of 

the risk occurring?

• Severity: What is the impact of the risk 

occurring?

Assessing risks against both criteria, 

including assigning a score or rating, 

helps to determine the overall level of risk 

and indicate what should be prioritised

Probability

Severity

Likely to 

happen, 

low impact

Likely to 

happen, 

high impact

Less likely 

to happen, 

low impact

Less likely 

to happen, 

high impact





Treating risk

Eliminating 

Some risks can 
be eliminated 
with relative 

ease. If so, this 
is the best option

What should you do about the identified risks? It depends on the level of risk, the cost of 

treatment, and the anticipated effectiveness. Options include:

Accepting 

Perhaps the risk 

is minor, core to 

your existence, 

or unfeasible to 

treat. Still, be 

mindful of the 

consequences

Avoiding

Discontinuing 

and/or choosing 

an alternative 

with more 

acceptable risks

Reducing 

Alternative 
solutions or 

actions to reduce 
the likelihood 

and/or severity 
of the risk

Transferring

Often through 

insurance and 

contracts –

effectively 

passing on the 

risk of funding 

a liability



Mitigating risk

1. Communicate clearly

2. Keep learning

3. Use your voice

4. Know your resources

5. Track progress

6. Work as a team

7. Expect change

8. Value feedback

9. Build resilience

10.Look to leadership



❑ Regulators 

❑ Tax

❑ Finance (audits, acquittals)

❑ Superannuation

❑ Insurance

❑ OHS

❑ Privacy 

❑ Data retention and storage

❑ Reporting 

www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template 

Compliance 

checklist

http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template
http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template
http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template
http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template
http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template
http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template
http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template
http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template
http://www.communitydirectors.com.au/tools/annual-board-compliance-calendar-template


The CEO raises an urgent item at tonight's meeting. 
A building inspection has confirmed the roof at your 
main program delivery site is failing, with water 
penetrating the structure. 

The CEO has followed the procurement policy and is 
seeking board approval tonight to proceed with 
repairs over the Christmas shutdown, while the 
building is vacant.

The board has a duty of care to the staff and 
program participants who use this building. Delaying 
repairs may expose the organisation to legal and 
reputational risk. The spend is unbudgeted. 

Community Futures Inc
Potential decision outcomes: 

• Approve to proceed with unbudgeted 

repairs 

• Approve to proceed with conditions 

• Defer 

• Decline

Discuss:

• What do your financial reports tell you 

that is relevant to this decision?

• What are the risks of acting? What are 

the risks of not acting?

• What would you need to know before 

deciding?

• What does your group decide? Why?



Considerations and questions 

• Financial governance: Does our current 
surplus make it safe to take on a long-term 
financial commitment? Will loan repayments and 
building costs push us into deficit?

• Strategic alignment: Does buying a building 
support our strategic plan, or could it limit our 
ability to expand services or invest in staff?

• Risk and opportunity: Could a building provide 
long-term stability and new income, or would it 
lock up funds and increase risk if income drops?

• Due diligence: What independent advice, 
valuations, and financial modelling do we need 
before making a decision?



Asking the right questions

• Does it align with our strategy and purpose? 

• How will it be perceived externally? (Will it pass the pub test?)

• Is this a one-off change or likely to be a trend that will continue? 

• How will this impact our strategy and/or budget? 

• Does this align with our policies and procedures? 

• How does it align with our compliance responsibilities?

• Do we have, or should we get, an expert 
opinion/recommendation? 

• Is this in the best interests of the organisation now and in the 
future? 

• Are there any areas of risk we haven’t considered? 

• What are the risks in proceeding and in not proceeding? 

• How are we performing based on our strategy and budget? 



Reflections and 
challenges for the week

• What did you learn today? 

• How has your understanding changed? 

Challenges for the week:

• Review your organisation’s finances and 

think of two questions to ask at your next 

board meeting

• Review any policies/information your 

organisation has regarding risk, finance and 

compliance – are they easy to understand 

and practical to implement? 
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