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Policy Governance®- Enabling Wisdom
Where is the Life we have lost in living?

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?

Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?

T. S. Eliot, recipient of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1948, made this sage observation in 1934.   I wonder what he would say now, faced with the reality of the Information Age. A study conducted in 2003 at Berkeley University estimated that the world annually produces the equivalent of the content of 30 feet of books of unique information for every man, woman, and child on earth.  Boards are faced with a huge challenge – first in gleaning information from data, and then using that information to obtain knowledge.  But it doesn’t stop there. The real work of the board is creating wisdom from that knowledge. Dan Sullivan notes that the average office worker today encounters more information in a day than a well-educated person in the eighteenth century encountered in an entire lifetime. He goes on to say, “Increased information does not necessarily add up to more wisdom.  It frequently prevents existing wisdom from being utilized.”  How much time and energy do boards spend sifting through increasing amounts of useless information in order to find what actually contributes to knowledge? Even if knowledge is achieved, a board can lose perspective, missing the time of reflection and contemplation necessary for the development of wisdom.  Boards need to have a way in which they can replace “busy work” with the creation of unique value.  It is easy to become sidetracked.  It is easy to succumb to the common error of regarding what is simply opinion as wisdom. “Knowledge is not wisdom.  There is a big difference.  Wisdom is the proper use of knowledge.  To be more precise, wisdom is knowledge that has been applied in a way that takes into account all its pertinent relationships and that is consistent with universal laws” (McKinney).  Using the Policy Governance®model developed by John Carver does not automatically produce a wise board.  However, I would suggest that when this operating system for boards is used to its fullest potential, it enables boards to move from simply struggling to keep on top of data and information, to a search for real knowledge, and beyond that, to the creation of wisdom that will lead their organizations into a positive future.

Rigorous Thinking

Because Policy Governance is a set of generic principles based on logic, suitable for application to a wide variety of boards and situations, rather than a set of rules, its use requires rigorous thinking on the part of the board.  Rather than doing something in a particular way because “John Carver says so,” knowledgeable application of the principles requires understanding the logic behind the model. “Practicing” this kind of rigorous thinking in the board’s approach to governance adds to the board’s expertise in rigorous thinking in other areas, such as why the organization exists and what benefits it should produce. This allows the board to add unique value. Bill Pollard, former CEO of Service-Master, says, “Rigorous thinking is some of the hardest work we can do.  When people bind themselves together in the discipline of thinking and have a common understanding of who they are, where they are going and why they are going there together, there is potential for significant results”(Pollard, p. 112).

Thinking Together to Clarify Values

The model asserts that in order to provide clarity of direction, a board must speak “with one voice” to anyone to whom it delegates authority. Understanding this necessity requires boards to come to a common understanding of their values. This unity of voice cannot be achieved without learning how to think together. “Decision making in a vacuum of values is like shooting in the dark, and people can get hurt” (Pollard, p. 113). One of the most important things that a board can do in its leadership position is to clarify the values of the organization.

Putting Values in the Perspective of Ownership

Understanding the Policy Governance principle that the board is the “owner representative” – that governance is a sub-category of ownership, not of management – places the clarification of values in a different perspective than if the board were simply leading the organization for its own benefit. The board has an ethical responsibility to understand the values of its owners, those for whom it holds the organization in trust. The model does not prescribe how the board should do this, but does require that the board have a deliberate process in place to connect with the owners.  This responsibility requires a high level of board awareness.  Michael McKinney suggests that knowledge alone does not result in clear vision, but when perspective, meaning and the right behaviour are added to knowledge, wisdom is created.  “It is important to understand that wisdom is grounded in reality in two ways. To connect with reality and develop wisdom, we need to learn to be aware. Aware of ourselves and aware of those around us.” Listening to what owners have to say helps to create that awareness.  In the sixteenth century, Sir Francis Bacon said, “A prudent question is one-half of wisdom.” In her 2001 book, Questions That Work, Dorothy Strachan asserts that new knowledge results from the asking of questions.  Admitting that we do not already have all the answers is the beginning of wisdom.  The process of board members asking questions of one another to understand their values, and then asking questions to understand in particular the values of the owners, results in new knowledge.  An important part of the process of connecting with owners is knowing what questions to ask.  In order to provide a base for wisdom in board decision making, questions asked of owners need to be about ownership issues. As owners, why do they want the company or organization to exist? What do they expect it to produce? Who should the beneficiaries be? Which benefits are of higher importance than others?  These questions are different from the questions that one might ask of customers, whose main concern is “what’s in it for me now?” An owner, by contrast, has a concern for the long-term benefit that will be produced, whether that is increased return for the shareholder, or a difference in the lives of people in the community.

Long Term Thinking and Foresight

In 1677, the Dutch philosopher Spinoza suggested that wisdom is seeing things in view of eternity. “A foundational principle of wisdom is to have a long term perspective; to see the big picture; to look beyond the immediate situation.” (McKinney, 2005.) Becoming wise thinkers is a challenge that includes moral and ethical implications. Robert Greenleaf (p. 18) proposes the idea that failure to foresee is an “ethical failure, because serious ethical compromises today (when the usual judgment on ethical inadequacy is made) are usually the result of a failure at an earlier date to foresee today’s events and take the right actions when there was freedom for initiative to act.”

Perspective Above Operations

Development of wisdom requires that the board consider issues from a perspective outside the operating organization. Thirteenth Century philosopher Thomas Aquinas said “Wisdom differs from mere science in looking at things from a greater height.” In order to gain the perspective necessary to provide true leadership, the board needs to extricate itself from the day-to-day details operations and move to the 30,000-foot level. Only from that height can it obtain the perspective to see the larger context needed to help create the future, rather than simply let it happen. McKinney (2005a) proposes that when we view issues from a higher perspective, we can see that “wisdom is not in the details, it’s in the space between them—the interstices . . . Wisdom is not in the fabric, it’s in the holes. It’s what is going on between the events. . . . The great concert violinist Isaac Stern was once asked why all professional musicians are able to play the notes in the same order, yet some sounded wonderful and some did not. He paused and then responded], ‘… it isn’t the notes that are important, it’s the intervals between the notes.’ ”

Creation of Time for Reflection

In order to engage in that kind of integrative thinking, a board needs not only the 30,000 foot perspective, but also the time necessary for reflection.  If the board is spending most of its time listening to operational reports, digging into operational details, and otherwise addressing operational items at the ground-level view, it will be difficult if not impossible to find the time needed to create its own unique value. Policy Governance provides a mechanism that allows the board to succinctly address concerns related to operational prudence and ethics, and then delegate those areas to the CEO, along with a rigorous monitoring process. This delegation both empowers the CEO and staff to find the most effective and appropriate ways to produce the desired results, and frees the board’s time for its higher-perspective and unique work.  When reflecting on conversations with owners, as well as on information about the environment and from other sources, consider some of the questions that Dorothy Strachan suggests:  What stood out for you?  What caught your eye in this report?  What did you hear that you don’t already know?  What struck you about what you heard?  Do you see any patterns here? (What’s in the intervals between the notes?)  In addition to the “What” questions, Strachan offers “So What?” questions. Boards need to go beyond simple observation to further reflection on the meaning of what they have heard, read and observed.  How does it all fit?  What’s the overall meaning?  What key points have been raised?  How does what you’ve heard compare with what you expected?  What concerns does it raise?  What are the central themes?  What are the potential consequences for the organization?

Knowledge alone does not result in clear vision, but when perspective, meaning and the right behaviours are added

to knowledge, wisdom is created.

Critical Thinking to Create Criteria

Critical thinking requires that the board be aware of whom it is obligated to when making decisions. Who will its decisions affect?  Significantly different from the approach of traditional governance practices, Policy Governance does not accept that the board’s role is to approve management plans. Critical thinking is employed to identify before a specific situation arises the criteria would make that situation, activity or practice acceptable or unacceptable.  If the board engages in this kind of disciplined and critical thinking, the result is a written policy that identifies in advance what would be unacceptable. Knowing this, the CEO has the freedom to do anything other than those things.  There is a wonderful side benefit to being clear about criteria in advance, as well as having a structured system to monitor what has been delegated.  David Allen, speaking about the management of an individual’s time, suggests that each person has a certain amount of “psychic RAM.”  When this psychic RAM is full of things to do that must be remembered, there is no more capacity remaining for creative thinking. The remedy is to “dump” the contents into a time management system that can be trusted to bring items to one’s attention at the appropriate time. I would suggest that boards also have a collective psychic RAM – if the board’s attention is full of trying to keep track of operational details that are rightly in the CEO’s purview, it will have no creative capacity left to think, critically, and at a higher level about the long-term good of the organization. Policy Governance®provides the system in which to “dump” those operational concerns – clearly stated advance criteria, and a systematic method to monitor compliance with those criteria.

Empowerment of Management

Policy Governance as an operating system includes the concept that authority should be commensurate with accountability. In order to produce the best results, a minimum of restrictions should be placed on operations – only those that are truly necessary in order to avoid situations and decisions that would be considered imprudent or unethical, based on the board’s understanding of its owners’ values, even though they might work to achieve the Ends.  Any action that does not violate these restrictions is in effect “pre-approved.”  The board does not take a management consulting perspective and prescribe for the CEO the means that it would prefer should be used.  Bill Pollard (p. 228) puts the rationale behind this principle of Policy Governance®in an interesting light.  He says, “Leaders make things happen through others, so they must be generous in delegating authority. It is a wrong and a grave injustice for superiors to steal from subordinates the ability to make decisions.”

Precision in Thinking

Thus with most careful devotion

Thus with precise attention

To detail, interfering preparation

Of that which is already prepared

Men tighten the knot of confusion

Into perfect misunderstanding.

(T.S. Eliot)

Policy Governance® requires precision in thinking because it makes a clear distinction between the benefit to be produced by the organization and the means of creating that benefit.  Without such precision, direction to staff becomes a muddled mixture of the results to be accomplished, and the preferred methods of accomplishing them. By forcing precision, boards have to understand the difference between (a) the benefits to be produced, who the beneficiaries are, and the worth of producing the benefit, and (b) the means of creating those benefits. The benefits are described in “Ends” policies. A different kind of thinking is used when addressing the means of creating the benefits – rather than describing or prescribing “how to” achieve the Ends, the board identifies what would be unacceptable from the perspectives of prudence and ethics.  This is written in limiting language.  The precision thus obtained, as noted in the earlier section, results in optimal empowerment of management.

An Information Filter

The model helps boards to distinguish among information that is purely “for interest,” information that is for monitoring, and information that is for decision-making. Boards are encouraged to obtain best value from their meeting time by focusing on the future-oriented, decision information, rather than the past, or the “for interest” information. Vernon Cooper, a wise healer in the Lumbee Tribe of North Carolina, addressed the need for this kind of clarity when he said, “These days people seek knowledge, not wisdom. Knowledge is of the past, wisdom is of the future.” Simply “knowing about” what is going on in the organization is no guarantee that the board will add value. To best add value, boards need to examine relevant information that leads to knowledge and can then be applied to produce wisdom. “Wisdom implies a mature integration of appropriate knowledge, a seasoned ability to filter the inessential from the essential” (Doc Childre and Deborah Rozman).  I would challenge boards to apply that filter, with a focus on what they need to know in order to help create the future.

Fighting Inertia and Complacency

A model exists that can help boards govern more effectively and add unique value. Deciding to change the way in which a board currently operates takes courage, but rising to the challenge of finding the most effective way to govern is part of the leadership responsibility of the board.  Sometimes, as Pollard (p. 226) puts it, leaders need to “create disequilibrium in order to maintain the firm’s vitality.”  He goes on to describe leaders who are “caught in endless activities . . . but avoid accountability for results.  They defend the status quo. . . not taking risks and making decisions to create value.” He finally quotes Peter Drucker, who said, “a dead corpse doesn’t smell any better the longer you keep it around.”  McKinney suggests that if we keep doing things in the same old way and justify it, when we know there are better alternatives, we are kidding ourselves. Seneca’s young Roman friend Serenus observed, “Many men would have arrived at wisdom had they not believed themselves to have arrived there already.”  Let’s look thoughtfully, with humility, at what we think we already know, and consider the potential of Policy Governance®as a tool to help boards govern more effectively. If you have already taken that step, search for wisdom within the space that the model creates.
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Men stumble over the truth from time to time, but most pick 


themselves up and hurry off as if nothing happened.  


Sir Winston Churchill (1874-1965)








