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THE GOOD BOOK 
By Douglas B. Christison 
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Doug Christison doesn't just create policy manuals for community associations. He creates a new and 
revolutionary philosophy for associations governance. 
 
Boards that chart a course leave a legacy. In late 1995, the board of directors of Vistara at Rancho Solano, a 
918-unit subassociation in Fairfield, California, took an important and innovate step in ensuring its legacy in the 
community's future. 
 
Vistara at Rancho Solano created a book of governance. A book of governance is a reference book. It is a 
compilation of the association's policies. The book of governance also includes the association's vision and 
mission, and a brief history. It encompasses the values of the members and the leadership. It is a record of the 
association's principles, plans, and goals. 
 
For associations like Vistara at Rancho Solano, the book of governance is its compass.For directors, it is their 
Bible. 
 
Over the past three years, I've helped 12 community associations adopt their own book of governance. Yet I'm 
not simply helping them write a policy manual. In each of these 12 communities, the book of governance also 
includes a new and different philosophy of association governance. It centers on the ideas of John Carver, 
Ph.D., author of the book Boards That Make a Difference--though it's a philosophy that anyone connected  
with community associations will recognize.  
 
The function of a board of directors is to set policy. The function of a manager is to carry it out. 
 
The book of governance incorporates this philosophy through a written policy statement. For many 
associations, this is a radical step. Traditionally, most community associations are monolithic. Authority is 
concentrated in the board of directors without checks and balances. The book of governance returns 
associations to a more traditional form of government--it establishes the board as a legislative body and the 
manager as the executive. Executive activities are the day-to-day procedures and decisions that help the  
association preserve, protect, and enhance the community. 
 
The board establishes policy; the manager implements it. This creates a more efficient community association.  
The board knows its purpose is to put policies in writing--at meetings, there is little discussion about whose dog 
did what. The board does not focus on operational issues. It focuses on the community's vision. 
 
ESTABLISHING VISION 
People organize to attain certain goals--goals that are easier or less costly to attain with the cooperation of 
others. In essence, we create organizations to cause change. 
 
Successful organizations, whether a Fortune 500 company or a community association, use "vision" to 
communicate, organize, and even inspire. Every organization needs a vision statement. A vision statement 
should capture the meaning, direction, and values of the organization. It should be simple and concise--
something that summarizes the essence of the organization and what it wants to become. The New York Times 
is "All the news that's fit to print." Disney's is "Family Programming." The classic vision of a community 
association is "To protect, maintain, and enhance the value of the property." 
 
Such simple statements can inspire, and a vision statement is a powerful, organizing concept. Organizations  
that lack vision lack focus and direction. When people disagree on the vision, or it confuses them, they're like 
travelers without a destination. Everyone in the organization must see the vision as the truth. It must be highly 
protected and valued. 



 
Many people think a vision statement is unnecessary. They assume the organization's purpose is evident. Do 
not assume. At the core of sick societies is an absence of vision. 
 
For-profit businesses have constant feedback from the marketplace to keep them on course. Nonprofit and 
governmental organizations lack the benefits of competition and market feedback. That's why the leaders of 
such organizations, such as a community association board of directors, need a vision statement. It keeps 
them focused. Without this focus, individual directors can pull the association in different directions. Most likely 
if the board does not pledge to support, protect, and further the association's vision, it will drift into 
management and away from its legislative role. Boards without discipline tend to wander. The vision provides 
that discipline. 
 
THE MISSION 
The association's mission is to fulfill the vision. If the association's vision is "To protect, maintain, and enhance 
the value of the property," then its mission is to engage in programs and activities that meet that vision. Typical 
missions deal with: 
 
* Landscaping 
* Recreational facilities 
* Building maintenance 
* Property values 
 
A mission in landscaping, for example, would be planting flowers each spring. A mission in recreation would be 
providing residents with a heated swimming pool seven months of the year. These are outcomes that allow the 
association to meet its vision. The association's mission is not to collect assessments and enforce rules. These 
activities, though important, are processes that we use to attain our goals and objectives, and ultimately our 
vision. 
 
SETTING POLICIES 
The mission and the vision are defined through the association's policies, and policies make up the bulk of the 
book of governance. A policy is a statement that empowers others to take action. Policies define the values and 
ends found in the association's vision. They also define what the board does and does not want, as well as how 
the board does its own business--for example, how business items are brought before the board. The book of  
governance is not only a record of these policies, it is a tool for classifying and prioritizing them. 
 
When making policy, think big and think long range. Policy issues must be consistent and must serve the 
vision. Don't get mesmerized by details. Focus on long-term issues; gradually move from large issues—
preserving the community's property values--to smaller, more specific ones, such as good landscaping. 
 
The association's policies should support one another. One policy should not conflict with another. 
 
Before a board begins writing policies, it needs to research past decisions. What were the policies of previous 
boards? Do they need to be changed? Does the board have the authority to write a policy on this subject? Any 
board policy must be consistent with state and federal laws and the association's legal documents. A board 
also needs to determine how a proposed policy will affect existing policies. 
 
Boards should develop policies on every aspect of the organization. Most communities I work with divide their 
policies into the following categories in the book of governance: 
 
General board policies. This covers the basics, from the purpose of committees to the association's investment 
policies. 
 
Procedures. This includes everything from meeting procedures ("The meetings of the board of directors will be 
conducted in accordance with Robert's Rules of Order," for example) to the board's policies on executive 
sessions. 
 
Board and management relationships. This section covers the manager's responsibilities and the board's 
authority over management. 
 



Some policies are the province of the board and some are the province of the manager. Boards need to 
screen, classify, and prioritize every issue under consideration--otherwise, they wander without purpose. If a 
problem isn't an association subject, the board shouldn't take it on. 
 
The board also may wish to include policies that express the association's values--for example, responding to  
every resident request with a polite response within 24 hours. Typically these are policies on ethics issues, 
such as "We do not wish to discriminate or violate generally accepted business practices." 
 
Written policies are the board's way of expressing itself. The board speaks with a single voice or not at all. That 
single voice is heard through its written policies--and through its book of governance. 
 
A RADICAL CHANGE 
Absolute power corrupts. I believe a board's powers should not include executive authority. The board's 
obligation is to lead and oversee. Historically, directors have failed to develop internal controls to prevent the 
abuse of authority. For example, the fiduciary standard is to proceed based on the advice of experts. When a 
board does not obtain information from those that are qualified, they have abused their authority. That's why 
many of the boards I work with have developed a policy separating executive authority from policy authority. 
 
Associations are crippled when the board performs both policy and executive functions. Yes, many bylaws  
give boards executive authority. But that's not good governance--it's a sign that drafters of association bylaws 
ignored the principles this nation was founded upon. 
 
When boards attempt to be judges, juries, and prosecutors they violate the system of governance that 
American citizens--and members of associations--have come to expect. An additional consequence is the 
division of the board into separate voices. Boards begin to see themselves not as a legislative body but as the 
president, vice president, secretary, and treasurer. They give themselves executive authority. When the  
president assumes operational authorities, such as executing contracts without policy guidelines, he or she 
assumes powers greater than those of other board members. There's a conflict when directors are obligated  
to answer to other board members. 
 
A board always has the ultimate responsibility for the community. When it gives authority to the executive of the 
organization--the manager--it does not lose that responsibility. Boards should set executive limits. For example, 
the association may have a policy to earn the greatest return possible on association funds. An executive limit  
would require that all funds be invested in accounts insured by the federal government. 
 
Boards that see themselves as management usually skip their policy function. They rarely create a vision. They 
have no written plan, statement of purpose, objectives, or even strategies. Associations operated or designed 
this way grind down the good intentions of the volunteers until they quit or--worse--the members give in to the 
dictatorial authority of a single person. 
 
The best way to understand the book of governance is to see it for yourself. I encourage you to obtain a sample 
copy of the book of governance available for free through Common Ground (see "Resources" below). It will 
ensure that your board charts a course--and leaves a legacy.  
 
Douglas B. Christison is president of Community Associations Consulting in Dublin, California. He has spoken 
on the book of governance at CAI conferences and in on-line CAI discussion forums. 
 
RESOURCES 
For a copy of the Vistara at Rancho Solano association's book of governance, written by Douglas B. Christison, 
send a self-addressed envelope with $2 in postage to CAI, CG Governance Article, 1630 Duke St., Alexandria, 
VA 22314. Do not send cash or checks. 
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