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Congratulations on being appointed to your local library board! During the next four years, 
you will participate in making many decisions that will shape public library service in your 
community for years to come. 

You may not yet realize the importance or the scope of the role you’ve been asked to play, but 
with each board meeting you attend, you will come away with a better understanding of the 
library and the work involved in being an active board member. With a keen interest in the 
community, an open mind, and a willingness to learn, you are on your way to becoming a valuable 
board member who will contribute to informed decision-making that is in the best interest of the 
library. 

Ontario residents rely on the public library to provide what they need to face the future with the 
resilience that comes from new knowledge, information, skills and abilities. It is not a stretch to 
say that your community cannot afford to be without good public library service.

Thank you for agreeing to contribute to your community in this important capacity!   

For starters, here are 10 things you need to know as a new public library board member:

Public library service is free in the 
Province of Ontario.1

The Public Libraries Act (PLA) and Regulation 
976 specify that most library services must be 
offered to residents free of charge. This 
requirement makes the library different from 
other community services which are often 
expected to generate revenue from user fees. 
Access to library service must remain free 
because universal access to information is a 
fundamental human right and a cornerstone 
of democracy. 

The library board is a governing 
board that gets its authority from 
the Public Libraries Act.2

Once appointed by Council, the board is a 
separate, independent corporation with the 
legal duty to provide “a comprehensive and 
efficient public library service that reflects 
the community’s unique needs” (PLA, 20a).

The library board exercises its 
authority by making informed 
decisions that focus on matters of 
governance. 

3
Governance includes the following areas of 
responsibility: 
a. Strategy & oversight 
b. CEO support and oversight
c. Financial stewardship & accountability 
d. Policy framework 
e. Advocacy based on mission and 

community impact 
f. Employer obligations.

4 The library board is required by 
legislation to appoint a chief 
executive officer (CEO) to oversee 
library operations. 

Once appointed by the Board, the CEO 
manages and controls library operations, 
freeing the library board to focus on 
governance. This is an important distinction 
for everyone to understand as it prevents 
conflicts and other problems from occurring. 

10 Things You Need to Know as a New Library Board Member 



Board authority belongs to the 
board as a whole; individual board 
members have no authority. 5

The board exercises its authority through the 
decisions it makes, and records as motions, in 
the context of a legally constituted board 
meeting. Outside of board meetings, you as a 
board member have no individual authority. 

Each board member has a legal 
obligation to act honestly, in good 
faith, and in the best interests of 
the library. 

6
Because the PLA establishes the library board 
as a corporation, it means board members 
have a "fiduciary" duty to act in the best 
interests of the corporation.  There is a duty 
of care and of loyalty, and an obligation to act 
honestly and in good faith.  This includes all 
board members, whether appointed as a 
citizen representative or a council 
representative. 

Library board meetings must be 
open to the public with advance 
notice given. 7

The board is required to hold regular 
meetings once a month for at least 10 months 
of the year. Board meetings must be open to 
the public unless a closed meeting is 
warranted, as prescribed in Section 16.1 (4) of 
the Public Libraries Act. 

Good governance happens when 
the CEO and library board trust 
each other, respect each other, 
and work together. 

8
The library board relies on the support and 
expertise of the CEO to be successful; and 
the CEO relies on the support and guidance of 
the library board to be successful. 

9 Good governance happens in 
board meetings that are designed 
to support informed decision-
making. 

The board chair and CEO work together to 
create agendas that are engaging and forward 
thinking while also meeting the board’s needs 
for accountability and wise stewardship. It’s a 
process that takes time, but the best boards 
eventually find a collaborative style that 
balances camaraderie with candor and 
challenging conversations. 

The municipality is the library’s 
primary funder and a strategic ally.10

While the library board is an independent 
corporation, it does get the majority of its 
funding from municipal tax dollars. Sustaining 
a collaborative mindset and a strong working 
relationship between the library and the 
municipality is, therefore, important work. 
Council representatives on the library board 
support this work by facilitating ongoing 
communication and opportunities for 
collaboration. It is important that everyone 
understands that elected officials appointed 
to the library board have the same 
responsibilities and obligations as any other 
member of the board. 

These 10 statements constitute an 
overview of the most important aspects of 
library board governance in the province of 
Ontario. Each of the statements represents 
an important governance concept or an 
environmental factor that is crucial for 
board members to understand.  
Collectively, the statements are important 
because they contribute to effective library 
boards and successful libraries. There is an 
online  version with more explanation for 
each of the 10 points, as well as links to 
other useful resources. For more 
information, email  consulting@sols.org or
skills@olsn.ca
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THE BEST BOARD MEETING I EVER ATTENDED

The executive in charge of board development for a large national philanthropic organization with more than 100 
regional boards recently asked me, “What’s the best board meeting you ever attended?” Got me to thinking…No, it 
wasn’t chaired by me. Yes, it was one of my clients. Here’s what it looked like:

1. CONSENT AGENDA
The monthly meeting began online and 10 days prior to the physical meeting with approval of the consent agenda, 
which included the CEO report and several updates from key staff members. Proper use of the consent agenda 
moves dialogue to the more vital issues rather than to the information inherent in every board packet that simply 
requires a read-through and consent.

2. MEETING AGENDA
The most important business and strategic issues were first on the formal agenda, and the rest was in descending 
order — no more “old business” “new business” stuff. Yes, it appears a bit radical and divergent from “Robert’s Rules,” 
but those “rules” are ancient history to today’s high-performance board where the agenda moves from financial to 
strategic to operations in that order.

3. DASHBOARD FINANCIALS
The financial report — the first business item on the agenda — was presented as a one-page, color-coded (green, 
yellow, red) dashboard of key financial indicators that the board had developed a few years earlier. This “at-a-glance” 
approach allows the board to scan the identified key indicators for monthly and year-to-date performance to budget 
as well as a past year comparison. The dashboard confirmed no exceptions to the monthly financials, was motioned 
for approval by the finance committee chair, and approved and documented in the minutes. The days of several pages 
of financials for board review are gone. The finance committee does the deep dive into the details as necessary and 
reports exceptions or recommendations to the entire board. No more distracting board members with an explanation 
of why postage jumped last month. 

4. BOARD SUCCESSION
A “Governance Leadership Succession” agenda item followed with a discussion of the cadre of potential future board 
members the board had identified and engaged. Conversation focused on the three top candidates for two positions 
that would open in nine months and how they fit the desired profile. While executive leadership succession has 
reached the radar screen for most boards, governance leadership succession still lags behind. I conducted a special 
educational session at this organization’s last board retreat on how to go about this due diligence; they now are 
tracking progress quarterly on early identification and development of next generation board members.

5. REDUCED JIBBER-JABBER
Board members had read the board packet, and their contributions were cogent and to the issue. No repeating what 
other board members had said. No drifting off into “administrivia” — they kept a hard focus on the matters at hand 
and a soft focus on dealing with one another. Through self-assessment and governance coaching, they had learned to 
quiet the unnecessary trivial chatter and redundant comments that seeps into many less-disciplined meetings. They 
saved space for meaningful dialogue later during the “strategic update” segment of the meeting, which accounts for 
50 to 75 percent of meeting time in high-performance governance.

6. EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES
Staff and committee presentations/recommendations were in “executive summary” one-page formats. Background 
information had been provided on the board section of the Web site for those who wished more detailed 
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THE BEST BOARD MEETING I EVER ATTENDED

information. This jump-started the board discussion on action vs. the history of how we got there. The executive 
summaries included a highlight of key historical points and a few typical frequently asked questions relevant to 
governance decision making.

An executive summary approach to reports can be expected to cut substantial time off board deliberation by enabling 
you get to the point and not waste time on irrelevant curiosity about benign details.

7. STRATEGIC DIALOGUE
Thirty minutes into the agenda, the board had completed its “business oversight” (fiduciary accountability) and moved 
on to a significant strategic issue. This allowed 45 minutes of dialogue about the continued relevance of the strategy, 
updates on progress, new data points / information relative to the strategy, confirmation of continued importance, 
and recommitment to tactics, timing, and resources. This conversation was “generative” in that it focused on the 
creation of ideas and the development of new perspectives on strategy. 

This is where the board had time for expansive dialogue (not simply discussion), allowing for thorough understanding 
and creative input. The 40 minutes saved by the consent agenda (approximately 10 minutes for most boards), 
the financial dashboard, exception reporting (a savings of approximately 15 minutes for most boards), and those 
“executive summaries”( causing conversation to jump-start in decision mode  and saving another estimated 15 
minutes) came in handy! It was reinvested in rigorous strategic dialogue. 

8. BOARD DEVELOPMENT
The meeting ended with a short board development segment focused on the discussion of a governance article 
on the board’s role in enterprise risk management that the members had read in advance. This 15- minute segment 
of the agenda directly related to board development goals established during the annual strategic planning retreat 
and was based on the results of the board’s most recent annual self-assessment. This board includes time for board 
development in every agenda — sometimes separate, as with this meeting or frequently embedded in the “strategic 
review” segment of the agenda.

9. IMMEDIATE ASSESSMENT
Finally, using an old concept from good meetings practices, each board member completed a quick evaluation survey 
of the meeting, answering three open-ended questions: 1. Are you leaving the meeting confident in the overall 
performance of our organization? 2. Did you feel you had ample opportunity for input? 3. Would you change anything 
for future meetings?

Resources:

Meeting, and Exceeding Expectations

Signature Resources.com
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Sample Agendas 
 
 
Sample Agenda #1 
 

1. Call to Order / Welcome, Announcements & Regrets 
 

2. Approval of the Agenda 
 

3. Declaration of Conflict of Interests 
 

4. Approval of the Minutes of the Previous Meeting 
 

5. Business Arising from the Minutes 
 

6. CEO Report  (might include information on Collections, Programs, Services, Statistics) 
 

7. Items to Report/Review 
a) Budget + Finance 
b) Grants 
c) Policy 
d) Plans or Presentations 
e) Advocacy Initiatives 

 
8. Friends of the Library Report 

 
9. New Business 

 
10. Closed Session – “In Camera” (if necessary) 

 
11. Adjournment 

  



 

Sample Agenda #2 – with Committee Reports 
 
 

1. Call to Order 
 

2. Welcome, Announcements & Regrets 
 

3. Declaration of Conflict of Interests 
 

4. Approval of the Minutes of the previous meeting 
 

5. Reports 
a) Library CEO Report  (might include information on Collections, Programs, Services, 

Statistics) 
b) Finance Committee (Standing Committee) 
c) Policy Committee (Standing Committee) - (specify those covered, e.g. Board 

Bylaws, Workplace Violence) 
d) Planned Giving Campaign (Ad hoc Committee) 
e) Strategic Planning (Ad hoc Committee) (e.g. summary of a Community 

Engagement Survey) 
d) Friends of the Library Report 

 
6. Business Arising: 

a) 2019 Budget Submission 
b) Advocacy Initiatives by the Library Board 

 
7. New business: 

 
8. Closed Session – “In Camera” (if necessary) 

 
9. Meeting Evaluation 

 
10. Adjournment and stating of next meeting date 



 

Board and CEO Roles and Responsibilities 
 Library board roles and responsibilities CEO roles and responsibilities 

Legal 
responsi
bilities 

 Knows local and provincial laws; responds to 
new legislation affecting libraries. 

 Accountable to Municipal/County council and 
Government of Ontario 
 

 Ensures that complete and accurate records 
are kept by the library. 

 Is legally responsible for the library to the 
council. 

 Knows local and provincial laws; responds to 
new legislation affecting libraries. 

 Accountable to the Library Board 
 
 
 Keeps complete and accurate records 

concerning financing, personnel, inventory, 
insurance and annual report.  

 Is legally responsible to the library board. 
 

Board 
meetings 

 Attends and participates in all regular and 
special board meetings. 

 Appoints a Board Secretary 
 

 Attends and participates in all regular and 
special board meetings 

 Reports at each board meeting and always 
attends except when own performance or 
salary are to be discussed. 

 If the CEO is the Secretary, records and 
maintains minutes of all meetings 

Planning  Assesses the library needs of the community. 
 Sets the mission and overall direction of the 

library in response to the needs of the 
community 

 Approves and participates in the development 
of the library’s goals and actions.  
 

 Approves the plan for meeting the library's 
goals. 
 
 
 

 Evaluates the performance of the Library 
annually or more often, considering budget 
vis-à-vis service rendered, library use, 
personnel and public relations. 

 Revises plans accordingly 

 Assists the board to know community needs 
and to carry out formal assessment when 
required. 

 Analyzes library strengths and weaknesses. 
 Participates in developing the library's goals 

and objectives 
 

 Formulates a plan for meeting the library’s 
goals. 

 Recommends programs and activities. 
 Administers the Library to conform to 

established goals. 
 Provides necessary data to demonstrate 

progress 
 Participates in ongoing evaluation 

 
 Adjusts plan accordingly 

Policy 
making  

 Determines policies for the library after 
careful analysis of the recommendations of 
the Library Chief Executive Officer (CEO). 

 Debates policy issues and implications 
 Approves policy (as established for the type of 

Board, e.g. Board Governance) 
 

 

 Recommends policies, advises board on policy 
development and framework, and supplies 
examples and sources of information. 

 Establishes procedures for implementing 
policy 

 Interprets policies & procedures to staff & 
public 

 Maintains policy manual and ensures its 
accessibility 



 

 Library board roles and responsibilities CEO roles and responsibilities 

Personnel  Appoints the CEO. 
 May approve and review senior level staff 

recommended by CEO. 
 Approves salary scales for all staff, within the 

context of the Library’s Pay Equity Plan. 
 Ensures that appropriate steps are taken to 

handle any grievances that have not been 
satisfactorily resolved. 

 Evaluates the CEO’s performance annually. 

 Hires and directs subordinate staff members, 
adhering to board policies. 

 Negotiates salary scales within framework of 
Pay Equity and, if necessary, the Collective 
Agreement  

 Ensures working conditions for staff. 
 Handles all grievances and keeps the board 

informed. 
 Ensures that annual performance appraisals 

are conducted on all staff under the CEO’s 
supervision 

Financial 
responsi
bilities 

 Analyzes preliminary budget request 
submitted by the CEO; makes necessary 
changes. 

 Explores all ways of increasing Library’s 
income through new sources; determines 
method used. 

 Officially adopts budget and prepares the 
budget for presentation to municipal council. 

 Presents the budget at the municipal council 
and committee meetings. (This may vary with 
library size and the level of integration with 
the municipality.) 

 Ensures that proper financial control 
measures are in place to expend the budget: 
•   with due diligence 
•   according to board priorities 
•   as approved by council 

 Prepares preliminary budget in conjunction 
with the Board or its committee based upon 
present and anticipated needs, considering the 
Board’s plan for growth. 

 Liaises with municipal treasurer and other 
municipal staff regarding the budget. 

 Participates in budget presentation, supplying 
facts and figures, analysis and comment as 
requested. 

 Maintains and monitors the budget and 
attends to problem areas when they arise. 

 

Community 
relations 

 Develops a strong and communicative 
relationship with the municipal or county 
council 

 Is aware of municipal/county planning context 
 Understands local issues, community 

demographics and the contributions of 
community groups  

 Advocates the community’s needs with the 
library. 

 Establishes the library as an essential 
community service 

 Advocates the library’s role in the community 

 Builds solid relationships with municipal or 
county staff 
 
 

 Understands local issues, community 
demographics and the contributions of 
community groups  

 Maintains an active program of public 
relations, including promoting library services 
in the community 

 Forges relationships with community groups 
and leaders 

 Advocates library’s role in the community 
 
From Governance HUB Year 1 materials https://resources.learnhq.ca/governance-roles-and-
responsibilities/primary and OLBA’s Cut to the Chase, posted at 
https://resources.learnhq.ca/ld.php?content_id=34458396 



Ladder of 
involvement in 
decision-making

7. Decision 
Making-Authority

8. Full 
responsibility

6. 
Implementation 
Responsibility

5. Input toward 
decisions

4. Input toward 
implementation

3. Education

2. Persuasion 
1. Information

1 to 3: Receiving 
Information

4 to 5: Providing 
Input

6 to 8: Full 
Responsibility 

for Planning and 
Action

Adapted from ICA Associates. 



 

My 3 big takeaways from today are …  
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

One thing I commit to doing, or doing differently, is …   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Governance HUB 
www.librarygovernance.ca 

 
Governance support at your fingertips! 
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